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ABSTRACT
Wakeman, Jennifer Elaine. An Instrumental Case Study of Teachers’ Perceptions of Mandatory
Professional Development During Educational Reform Efforts. Published Doctor of
Education dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2021.
This instrumental case study explored 12 public-school teachers’ perceptions of
mandatory professional development (PD) during times of educational reform efforts in the state
of Colorado. The participants in this study represented five unique school distr icts in suburban
and semi-rural settings who had experienced 14 hours or more of mandated PD on a single topic
in the past 24 months and had at least five years of classroom experience. Two research
questions guided this case study: What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development
that is mandated as part of a district-wide instructional improvement initiative? What do teachers
say they need in mandated professional development to increase the likelihood of improving
their instruction? The data collection method included 45–60-minute, individual, in-depth
interviews with some questions that were informed by effective PD elements, adult learning
theory, and self-determination theory. A hybrid approach to thematic data analysis was used to
identify final themes which were aligned to direct quotes that created teacher participants’ views.
Overall, four major themes developed. Theme 1: make it relevant emphasizes the commonality
of teacher PD provided on topics or content that do not apply to the individual, is ill-timed in
relation to applicability, or is not provided with sufficient time for participants to perceive the
significance. Theme 2: differentiate explains the participants’ perspectives that PD is generally
not customized. Theme 3: people matter demonstrates the significance of the person delivering
the PD to be seen as an expert in the field and credible source as well as the teachers ’ desire for
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collaboration with others. Theme 4: show me and let me do it myself illustrates the types of
activities that the teachers’ said they needed to fully immerse in the PD learning and take their
new knowledge back to their classrooms. In each of the four themes, the teacher participant s’
voices revealed answers to the research questions and were the focal point of the analysis and
findings. Discussion of the findings occurs regarding the implications for policy, practice, and
recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Introduction
The belief that teacher professional development (PD) can produce improvements in
teacher instruction and increase positive outcomes for students is widely accepted (Kennedy,
2016). Professional development is part of the regular expectations and requirements of nearly
every teacher in the country (Kennedy, 2016). Some schools and districts spend an average of
$18,000 per teacher on professional development each year (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
While most U.S. teachers participate in professional development on a regular and ongoing basis,
teacher surveys report that they likely have little say over what that professional development
looks like or whether their participation will meet their individual needs (Martin et al., 2019).
Ninety-nine percent of all U.S. public school teachers reported having received professional
development during their last school year, but only 73% reported having an opportunity to
provide feedback or input about whether they considered the professional development valuable.
A similar percentage (75%) reported that the types of professional development available to
them were consistent with their own professional goals (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).
Primary responsibility for deciding the content of PD activities and their design and
implementation rests most commonly with district-level staff or principals rather than teachers
(Choy et al., 2006).
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Professional development continues to be a forced mandate on teachers as legislators
attempt to address low student achievement across the U.S. (Martin et al., 2019). Educational
policies over the past several decades have led to more and more required profe ssional
development for teachers in hopes of increasing student test scores and improving student
outcomes (Martin et al., 2019). Research on obligatory teacher professional development has
shown that this approach does not typically result in positive outcomes (Martin et al., 2019).
Kennedy (2016) found that required professional development has much lower effects on teacher
instruction and student outcomes compared to optional professional development. In some cases,
teachers even reported adverse outcomes, possibly due to emotional responses from being forced
to participate in PD that they did not want to attend (Kennedy, 2016).
One teacher’s experience with a mandated professional development initiative is
described in a 2012 qualitative study conducted by Cheryl Craig. Laura, the study participant,
attended an intensive writer’s workshop training she was interested in. She came back to her
school eager to share what she had learned with her colleagues and began implementing
strategies she practiced while there. Laura’s principal saw the content as valuable and decided to
make the writer’s workshop a school-wide initiative. Once the intention of the writer’s workshop
implementation became required, her feelings about the experience changed. Laura compared
her feelings of the required professional development initiative to those of a “butterfly under a
pin.” She explained that implementing the new writer’s workshop strategies with the staff would
not have been a problem, “it was the way it was done by forcing people…” (p. 95). Laura went
on to say: “The bottom line was that they were not paying attention to what [teachers] already
knew and could do well, you know, their knowledge and sensibilities. There was no respect for
that, no trust in that at all” (Craig, 2012, p. 96). The qualitative study completed by Craig (2012)
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demonstrated the adverse effects of mandating professional development. In this case, the
teachers were resistant because they felt that the way the professional development was
implemented did not consider what they already knew and could demonstrate.
This study explored elements of effective teacher professional development, adult
learning theory, and self-determination theory, as these concepts relate to mandatory teacher
professional development. In the context of this study, “professional development” refers to
activities intended to expand teachers’ knowledge and improve their instructional skills and will
be more extensively defined in Chapter 2. “Mandated” teacher professional development refers
to an expectation for participation in training, workshops, or seminars directly linked to concepts
or strategies initiated at the district-level by administration. Mandated professional development
often signals a desire and perceived need for changes in teachers’ instructional practices and is
typically part of a response to local data or trends that indicate low student or teacher
performance.
Historical Overview
The global education reform movement, which first began in the 1980s, has had a
significant impact on schooling in the U.S. (Sahlberg, 2016). In response to globalization, federal
and state policies have increasingly employed accountability measures and management
strategies that hinge on performance rewards for staff and leaders to promote new approaches to
student learning and dynamic models of schooling (Sahlberg, 2016). Mandated educational
change initiatives and reforms originate at a bureaucratic level, and the problems associated with
top-down approaches to improvement have been found to lead to the marginalization of teachers
(Clement, 2014). This overview provides context for how inequities in public education and low
student performance have led to legislation that has increased scrutiny and accountability of

4
schools and resulted in mandatory professional development as a regular part of practice in
education.
The Coleman Report
The 700+ page report by James Coleman and colleagues in 1966, Equality of Educational
Opportunity, widely known as the Coleman Report, involved the examination of features of
schools believed to be improving student learning, particularly students from high -poverty
settings (Berends, 2004). The study involved 66,000 teachers, 4,000 schools, and almost 600,000
students across grades 1–12 (Coleman et al., 1966). Not surprising from the results were the
findings that disparities in schools favored White children when it came to resources, class size,
school facilities, availability of advanced coursework, and, most critically, race-based inequality
on tests of academic achievement. The report suggested that schools across the U.S. were not
meeting the needs of many students, not just those who were traditionally disadvantaged. The
results of the report set off a strong reaction in the educational policy wo rld (Hill, 2017).
Coleman et al.’s research sparked the idea that children’s test scores could be explained
by various family, classroom, and school features (Hill, 2017). The report changed the way
educational research questions were approached by setting in motion the suggestion that schools
and schooling might play an important role in propagating racial and class differences (Hill,
2017). In response to the Coleman Report, studies were conducted that sought to describe
effective schools in more detail and develop ideas around the distinguishing characteristics of
these schools (Berends, 2004).
A Nation at Risk
In 1983, the Reagan administration published A Nation at Risk, a report claiming that
public education in the U.S. was in a state of crisis. According to the report’s authors, the U.S.
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was being faced with an educational, and potentially, economic crisis (McCaslin, 2006). During
that time, unemployment rates in the U.S. had been steadily increasing, and A Nation at Risk
firmly linked financial safety and economic growth to educational attainment (McCaslin, 2006;
Sahlberg, 2016). This triggered an increase in educational studies and research projects
committed to reforming public education in the U.S. (Sahlberg, 2016).
In the 1980s, researchers believed they could identify the characteristics of effective
schools, but it was difficult to understand the school improvement pathways these schools took
to become effective. Unlike previous reform movements in education that focused on changing a
part of the educational process, the 1980s restructuring efforts attempted systemic -level change
and argued that a complete overhaul was necessary since the U.S. was falling behind in the
international economic competition, apparently, largely due to educational system failure.
Attempts to find ways to create effective schools on a mass scale were one of the key issues that
led to the comprehensive school reform efforts that emerged in the following decade (Berends,
2004).
Comprehensive School Reform
Despite the previous educational reform “solutions,” the average student achievement
scores in mathematics and literacy were declining or showed scant steady improvement during
the 1990s (McCaslin, 2006; Sahlberg, 2016). Alternative reform agendas shifted efforts away
from governance structures and management to strategies that focused on improving the quality
of education. Some of these changes included developing new and more rigorous s tandards,
allocating resources to teacher professional development, and finding more efficient ways to
provide high-quality teaching and learning to all students (Sahlberg, 2016).
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Comprehensive School Reform programs became widely implemented during this time
(Lee & Min, 2017). Comprehensive school reform programs focused on whole-school
approaches to instructional strategies and increasing training for teachers. However, the research
on comprehensive school reform programs provided inconsistent positive results, and the effects
of these programs were found to vary significantly across schools (Lee & Min, 2017).
Comprehensive school reform models have since decreased and been replaced with other
interventions that target more specific content or teaching areas (Lee & Min, 2017).
Comprehensive school reform’s mixed research record and unclear future educational mandates
have made these types of programs less popular.
During the 1990s, teacher professional development became a much more intentional
part of reform initiatives (Garet et al., 2001). Policymakers began to realize that ambitious
education reform initiatives hinged on the qualifications and effectiveness of teachers (Garet et
al., 2001). Moreover, valuable lessons were learned about the way teachers approach large-scale
reform in the schools in which they work, specifically when it comes to teachers’ need for
ownership and choice in their learning (Desimone et al., 2002; Lee & Min, 2017).
No Child Left Behind
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was one of the most extensive federal attempts to
reform public education. Whereas A Nation at Risk claimed deficiencies were mostly with
students and families and learning standards, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) focused its critique
on “research-based” teaching practices and the importance of a coherent curriculum and
innovative teacher instruction (McCaslin, 2006). NCLB launched efforts to improve education
by creating a fundamental shift in what children learn and how they are taught (Garet et al.,
2001).

7
The new legislation asserted that if children were to achieve at high levels and meet
rigorous academic standards that states and districts had adopted, teachers would have to help
them do so by carrying out the demands of high standards in the classroom (Ga ret et al., 2001).
These reform efforts also advocated for comparable measures of student achievement in a single
national curriculum and for student test results to be public information (Sahlberg, 2016).
NCLB’s reliance on assessment as the motivational source of performance fueled fear in schools
whose standardized test scores did not show adequate student mastery of standards. Legislators
who supported the NCLB insisted that low standardized test scores were primarily a result of
inadequate teaching (McCaslin, 2006).
Every Student Succeeds Act
Reform efforts leading up to the present day have generated accountability landscapes,
which include educator evaluation policies and rigorous expectations for teachers’ performance.
School administrators are expected to provide regular feedback on the ex tent to which teachers
meet scrupulous expectations. The 2015 reauthorization of the elementary and secondary
education act, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), provided Title II funding that required lowperforming schools and those with high percentages of students experiencing poverty to earmark
ten percent of the federal funds they receive for professional development (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2009). Previous reform efforts and research have pointed to a general understanding that
although educators support high standards for teaching and learning, many are not prepared to
implement teaching practices with high standards (Garet et al., 2001). The premise was that
many teachers had learned to teach using strategies that focused heavily on memorizing facts
rather than emphasizing a deeper understanding of subject knowledge (Desimone et al., 2002).
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The Importance of Teacher Professional Development
Educational reform efforts have increased the pressure to use teacher professional
development as a tool to further teachers’ instructional skills and confidence that better
instruction will result in increased student achievement (Desimone et al., 2002). Since the early
2000s, a considerable body of literature has emerged on professional development and teacher
learning as it relates to educational change initiatives (McKeown et al., 2019). Teacher
professional development has been shown to be one of the most promising practices for
improving teacher capacity and knowledge and is recognized as a critical element in increasing
student academic achievement (McKeown et al., 2019).
Enabling educational systems to bolster the sort of teaching needed for a substantial
impact on student learning would require much more intensive and effective professional
development than has traditionally been available (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). For students,
today’s classrooms require mastery of challenging content, effective communication skills,
problem-solving abilities, collaboration, and self-direction to be taught by teachers with
sophisticated teaching strategies and competence (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Improving
student achievement without building the capabilities of teachers to improve their instructional
practice would likely be a formidable task (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).
Mandated Teacher Professional Development
As long as achievement gaps continue to exist, educational change efforts and
requirements for teacher training and learning will likely be part of the educational landscape
(Desimone et al., 2002). Recognizing the critical role of teacher PD in developing instructional
strategies and the type of learning environment necessary for today’s classrooms has produced
compulsory professional development for teachers as part of systemic educational reform
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attempts. Federal and state mandates for professional development on various topics have been
assigned to teachers so that they can fill in student academic achievement gaps and
fundamentally enhance the experience for students in schools and classrooms (Desimone et al.,
2002).
Allowing teachers to take some initiative and interpret mandated changes on their own
terms rarely occurs (Clement, 2014). Teacher professional development remains poor in practice
for many schools and districts that often rely heavily on “one-size-fits-all” models of
professional development. These types of PD approaches have long been criticized as ineffectual
(McChesney & Aldridge, 2018; Scoggins & Sharp, 2017).
Teachers’ responses to mandated educational change are unlikely to result in improved
teaching practices (Clement, 2014). Fullan and Quinn (2016) asserted that direct accountability
never works as a driver for change and that instead, the driver should be capacity building
wherein educators are provided with the skills, knowledge, and support they need to improve
their teaching and strengthen student results. More recent shifts in teacher professional
development have shed light on increased levels of teacher agency. These shifts bring a broader
understanding of the types of practices that can positively contribute to teachers’ knowledge and
use of PD as a resource for solving identified problems and sparking educational change
(McChesney & Aldridge, 2018).
Problem Statement
Participation in effective professional development is at the heart of teachers’ learning
and refinement of technique (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). It is a pivotal feature in increasing
educator capacity (Castillo et al., 2016). Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) asserted that welldesigned and complete professional development opportunities should be an essential part of a
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comprehensive system of teaching and learning. Greater exposure to effective professional
development corresponds to higher increases in teachers’ knowledge and skills (Castillo et al.,
2016).
Too often, teachers report that they are required to attend PD that does not address the
genuine challenges they face in their schools and classrooms (Piontek, 2016). The common
“one-size-fits-all” approach to professional development from internal and external resources is
often designed to target large numbers of educators in varying roles (Piontek, 2016). The
problem with this approach is that teachers have different needs for their own personal growth
and different needs for the students in their classrooms (Hargreaves & Elhawary, 2019). Fullan
(2007) contended that many current approaches to instructional improvement are rarely
“powerful enough, specific enough, or sustained enough to alter the culture of the classroom and
school” (p. 1).
In 2017, 6,300 teachers across the U.S. were asked to reply to a 60 -item survey that asked
about how the professional development they experience in their schools and districts aligns with
attributes known to improve teaching practice and student achievement (Corwin & National
Education Association, 2017). In response to whether their individual backgrounds, experience
levels, or learning needs were considered in the design or implementation of the professional
developments they attended, the teachers rated the PDs with an average of 2.5 out of 5.0. A
rating of 1.0 indicated that their needs were never or rarely considered, and 5.0 indicated their
experiences were often or always considered (Corwin & National Education Association, 2017).
Just over half of the teachers surveyed felt they had minimal “say” in professional development
decisions, and nearly 20% indicated they had no input at all (Corwin & National Education
Association, 2017).
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Teachers are often confronted with multiple, unrelated, and sometimes contradictory
professional development initiatives without adequate opportunity to make sense of the required
changes or understand the purpose behind them (Clement, 2014). When teachers do not see the
necessity for a different approach or have an opportunity to be part of the planning and decision making process, it can leave them feeling anxious, frustrated, and cynical, and they are more
likely to resist new ideas or strategies (Clement, 2014). The literature reviewed on teachers’
responses to mandated educational change initiatives shows teachers are unlikely to engage
sufficiently enough to implement new learning adequately (Clement, 2014; Fullan, 2007 , 2009;
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). In recent years, more than 40 states have adopted standards for
professional development, and several national studies have found that effective teacher
professional development is a key component of high-performing, high-poverty schools
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). McChesney and Aldridge (2018) believed this cognizance has
led to the view that teacher PD should exhibit increased levels of learner agency and broader
awareness and understanding of professional development as a tool for problem solving and
facilitating educational change.
Even with recent changes in PD development and operation, there may be pivotal
elements of professional development that impede teacher learning and reduce the chances of
new learning and application. How professional development is executed and how it fosters
teacher learning in a way that transforms instructional practice may depend on critical factors
overlooked in previous research (Kennedy, 2016). It is important to consider teachers’
perspectives on the professional development required of them (Clement, 2014).
Theories of adult learning and motivation may offer additional explanations for the
failure of teacher professional development in achieving its intended outcomes. Knowles et al.
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(2015) explained that adults have “a deep psychological need to be seen by others and treated by
others as being capable of self-direction. They resent and resist situations in which they feel
others are imposing their wills on them” (p. 65). Similarly, self-determination theory emphasizes
that individuals’ ability to make choices and manage their own lives plays an important role in
their psychological health and well-being. Self-determination theory asserts that adults are
motivated to take action when they feel what they do will make a positive difference (Deci &
Ryan, 2017).
These theories suggest that it is important to understand what the professional
development experience is like from teachers’ perspectives. Kennedy (2016) suggested that a
reconceptualization of teachers as people with individual interests and motivations for
participating in PD is needed. Research that emphasizes effective professional development
elements and what motivates teachers to learn and grow is limited (Kennedy, 2016). Teachers’
voices need to be heeded to better understand teacher learning and motivation. This study
endeavors to present teachers’ perspectives and their expressed needs in such a manner.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this instrumental case study was to gain insight from teachers who were
required to participate in professional development as part of a district-level initiative and
discover what they believed they needed from those experiences to improve their instructional
practices and, therefore, student outcomes.
To fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:
Q1

What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development mandated as part of a
district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

Q2

What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?
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Rationale and Significance of the Study
According to McChesney and Aldridge (2018), teacher professional development should
be an essential component of educational change efforts due to its ability to increase the quality
of instruction. Teachers’ knowledge and practices are primary determinants of positive student
outcomes (Guskey & Sparks, 2004). Guskey and Sparks (2004) contended that if professional
development does not transform teachers’ thinking and practice, the advancement of student
learning cannot be expected.
As long as teacher instructional accountability measures and student achievement scores
permeate the educational environment in the U.S., mandatory professional development will
likely remain a staple mechanism for teacher growth (Desimone et al., 2002). More research is
needed about how to foster and support teachers to apply their learning to local context during
mandatory PD initiatives. This proposed research has the potential to enable leaders, teachers,
districts, and schools to work more creatively with mandated reform (Clement, 2014).
In Craig’s (2012) study, “Butterfly Under a Pin,” the teacher participant, Laura, was
initially excited about the training she attended voluntarily and began applying new approaches
on her own. Laura discussed how her attitude changed when the new initiative was forced upon
her and the staff. She noted, “I just did not feel the natural collaboration I felt when [we] first
started” (p. 96). Laura described her feelings about something that was freely chosen by her,
being snatched away and returned to her in a distorted state of someone else’s prescription. Laura
admitted that she no longer felt herself functioning as a self-directed agent (Craig, 2012). The
move from choice to mandate caused her to sense that she was “bullied into doing certain things,
a certain way, by a certain time to appease someone else” (Craig, 2012, p. 98). One reason to
contribute to the body of literature regarding mandatory teacher professional development is that
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few studies bring to light the complexity of teacher learning when teachers are obligated to
attend and participate in specified professional development activities (King, 2014).
The current study can inform future research. Noonan’s (2016) dissertation on teacher
learning noted that “decades of correlational and case study research have resulted in many
promising “best practice” frameworks that lay out instrumental design elements for effective
PD” (pg. 7). Yet, these identified features remain insufficient in illustrating the diverse and
distinct individuality of teachers’ experience, beliefs, and needs (Noonan, 2016). Wiemann’s
(2016) dissertation on autonomy-supportive professional development results highlighted
elements of professional development as they relate to self-determination theory, which is a
theoretical framework this study also sought to explore. Wiemann’s (2016) dissertation also
questioned what teachers found helpful or not helpful in professional development. The author
noted that more emphasis, discussion, and teacher input on their thoughts and suggestions of how
professional development facilitators could be more supportive is necessary.
Theoretical Framework
The research questions, “What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development that
is mandated as part of a district-wide instructional improvement initiative?” and “What do
teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase the likelihood of
improving their instruction?” represent an epistemological foundation built upon the Vygotskian
principle that the construction of knowledge and growth is a result of personal interactions in
social contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). This qualitative research mostly takes an interpretive lens in
which the researcher seeks to understand reality as it was for the participants (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). A constructivist or interpretive view accepts that there is no true meaning of an
event—only the event as it was experienced by its participants. Each person interprets the event
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or phenomena differently, and multiple interpretations can provide a more in -depth
understanding than just a single reality (Stake, 1995). This study also has underpinnings of
pragmatism as an epistemological lens wherein reality is known and understood through both
deductive evidence and inductive evidence which is discussed more in depth in Chapter 3:
Methodology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
To understand how educators transform their teaching practices that lead to student
achievement, it is beneficial to examine how adults—specifically, educators—develop as
professionals when faced with professional development demands. Adult motivation to alter
instructional beliefs and practices in schools and classrooms aligns with Knowles’ (1990) adult
learning theory and Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory, in which they describe
how adults internalize new learning to make it meaningful for themselves. These theories have
implications for school and district leaders, and those who design and implement teacher
professional development as they face ongoing requirements and reformative efforts in public
education. Implementing effective professional development elements alone may not be enough
for those in position of PD planning and facilitation. It is important to consider the complexities
of adult learning and change that may influence educator’s ability and will to make instructional
changes based on learning they did not willfully attend.
Summary of the Methodology
An instrumental case study approach allowed for the development of concepts and
themes to describe what teachers say about mandatory professional development experiences and
what they need from those experiences to enhance their knowledge and instruction for students.
Case study approaches consider the how and why of a phenomenon to get to the heart of
individuals’ experiences (Yin, 2014). By focusing on teacher perceptions of professional
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development within a bounded system, delimited by the participants (teachers who have
participated in required PD), a specified period, with a minimum requirement of hours spent
learning a specific topic or strategy, and within a public education institutional setting, this study
further establishes the defining features of a qualitative case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). In instrumental case study research, it is the case (mandatory
professional development) that facilitates the understanding of a central phenomenon (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014).
Study Participants
Participants were 12 public school teachers who recently (within the last 24 months) had
to attend a series of training, workshops, or seminars as part of a district-wide initiative in which
they did not have input or choice.
Data Collection Methods
The study’s data were collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews, which
included seven open-ended interview questions with optional probes about the teacher’s
experience and feelings about the mandatory professional development, how they describe the
professional development, and what they wanted leaders to know as a result of having been
required to attend.
Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using a hybrid approach to thematic analysis. This approach
utilized both top-down (deductive) and bottom-up (inductive) methodological steps for coding
data. An adaptation to a seven-step process developed by Swain (2018) was used to describe the
analysis in its entirety. Final themes that emerged from the data analysis were aligned to direct
quotes from the participant interviews.
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Trustworthiness
This study involved in-depth interviews with multiple teachers as a form of triangulation,
member checking, and peer debriefing to increase confidence in the evidence in the results of the
study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014).
Ethical Considerations
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained prior to any data collection.
Once IRB approval was received, all records were kept on a private computer with password
access, and any paper records were locked in a file cabinet. All participants were given
pseudonyms, with no real names used in the study.
Limitations
Data collected were limited by self-reporting of the teachers’ perceptions and thoughts
about their experiences with mandatory professional development. The topics, mode of delivery,
and activities that each professional development entailed differed. The findings of this research
were limited only to the perspectives of the teacher participants.
Summary
The global education reform movement in the U.S. has led to federal and state policies
that have increased accountability measures for teachers and use performance rewards to
promote new approaches to student learning (Sahlberg, 2016). Improving te acher instruction to
raise student achievement is a vital part of the educational system (Desimone et al., 2002). More
recent shifts in teacher professional development advocate for increased levels of teacher agency
and a broader understanding of the types of PD practices that can positively contribute to
teachers’ knowledge and instruction (McChesney & Aldridge, 2018). This study aimed to
contribute to the body of research on mandatory teacher professional development and sought to
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understand the perspectives and needs of public school teachers who have had to participate in
professional development as part of larger district reform efforts. This study also contributes to
the literature on teacher professional development as it relates to the principles of adult learning
theory, elements of effective professional development, and self-determination theory.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
To better understand mandatory teacher professional development in response to
educational change efforts, a review of the literature was needed. This literature review
identifies, analyzes, and synthesizes relevant studies related to the purpose of this study and its
research questions. This instrumental case study sought to gain insight from teachers who had
been required to participate in professional development as part of a district-level initiative and
discover what they believed was needed during those experiences to improve their instructional
practices and, therefore, student outcomes.
To fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:
Q1

What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development mandated as part of a
district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

Q2

What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?
Chapter Overview

This literature review begins by describing the methods used to explore the literature. It
continues by providing backgrounds and definitions of elements of effective professional
development that appear throughout recent and frequently cited studies, and discusses why
effective PD elements alone may not be enough for sustainable instructional change efforts.
Adult learning theory and self-determination theory provide a backdrop and frame for the
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process of meaning-making, and a succinct description of each theory is presented. The review
of the literature provides a foundation for the study that investigates elements of effective
professional development, adult learning theory, and self-determination theory as they apply to
mandatory teacher professional development.
Next, I summarize the body of research surrounding mandatory teacher professional
development and teacher perspectives on the topic. The literature presented and reviewed in this
chapter illustrates the current state of teachers’ professional development a nd what is known
about how adults learn and access new ideas, identifies gaps in the literature, and the need for
further research on this topic. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the selected
literature regarding mandatory teacher PD that supports this investigation of teacher beliefs,
attitudes, values, and perspectives on the topic.
Literature Review Methods
The topic of teacher professional development is prominent in research. Many studies I
came across combine PD with another specific type of professional development, such as the
adoption of programs related to curriculum or technology. To find relevant studies for this
literature review, I began by searching multiple academic databases, including library search
engines, SAGE Journals Online, and ProQuest. I used keyword searches that included the
following primary terms and their variations or combinations: effective professional
development for teachers, andragogy, adult learning principles, effective teaching practices and
positive student outcomes, teacher quality, mandated professional development, mandatory
training for teachers, comprehensive school reform, educational improvement and reform, and
self-determination theory and motivation. The topic of teacher professional development was
investigated through classic and seminal works, current journal articles, books, and some
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dissertations on the topic. There were some restrictions on dates specific to topics around
professional development within the last five years. There were no date restrictions on andragogy
and adult learning theory due to the origination date of books and articles from the 1970s. There
were also no restrictions on dates of frequently cited works by authors such as DarlingHammond, Fullan, Showers, Desimone, Joyce, D. Cohen, Ball, and Yoon. Lastly, I examined the
reference lists in the articles I found, which led to original studies and additional research related
to my topics. All the research articles were peer-reviewed.
Effective Professional Development
In search of ways to improve student performance and outcomes, many educational
leaders and teachers have depended on professional development to keep them abreast of current
teaching practices and new approaches to 21st-century learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Derrington and Kirk (2017) stressed that improving teacher instructional practices and personal
growth should be the most important priority for school and district leaders. Various research
organizations have listed key characteristics that need to be included in the planning and
implementation of professional development for it to have the highest positive impact on teacher
instruction and increased student learning. The prevalence of teacher professional development
research and reviews has led to specific design features presumably linked to high-quality
professional development (Kennedy, 2016). Many researchers in the field of professional
development have identified important characteristics found to increase the likelihood of a PD
being the most effective (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Desimone et al., 2002; Yoon et al.,
2007).
While there are some differences in language and naming of these elements, there are
similarities in the ideas and actions associated with them. Desimone et al. (2002) and Darling-
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Hammond et al. (2017) generated frameworks for defining important aspects of professional
development. Various terms, including professional development, professional learning, and
teacher development, have been used synonymously to refer to teacher learning. In the context of
this paper, “professional development” is defined as a process that enables teacher growth and
the improvement of their instructional practices. Teacher professional development employs a
purposeful effort to expand teachers’ knowledge and advance their instructional skills through
learning experiences and activities (Goodnough, 2019; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017;
McChesney & Aldridge, 2018).
Teacher professional development, done well, can help teachers gain the knowledge and
skills they need to support their students in a changing educational environment (DarlingHammond et al., 2017). In a comprehensive report, Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) reviewed 35
methodologically rigorous studies that demonstrated positive links between teacher professional
development, teaching practices, and outcomes for students. They found that effective
professional development included seven key elements: content focus, active learning,
collaboration, modeling of effective practices, coaching and expert support, time for feedback
and reflection, and sustained duration.
Content Focus
Content-focused professional development is directly related to discipline-specific
curricula for subjects such as mathematics, science, and literacy (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017). Content could describe a deeper understanding of specific academic subjects, how
students learn and acquire an understanding of those subjects, and particular pedagogic
procedures (Guskey & Sparks, 2004). Content-focused professional development helps teachers
stay informed of emerging knowledge so they can continue to refine and craft their skills
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(Guskey & Sparks, 2004). Kennedy (1998) found that professional development focused on
specific subjects and how students learn subject matter is more likely to have higher positive
outcomes than PD focused solely on changing teacher behaviors. Teachers who have more in depth knowledge of their subject matter more easily to transfer new learning to make it relevant
in their classrooms (Hargreaves & Elhawary, 2019).
Active Learning
Active learning encourages professional development to move away from traditional
lecture-based models of learning toward activities and approaches that engage teachers through
the use of authentic artifacts, interactive activities, and opportunities for “sense-making”
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Multi-modal and active learning professional development
involves teachers analyzing student work or videotaped classroom lessons, or practicing meta cognitive routines like think-aloud, think-pair-share, and jigsaw (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
The opportunity for teachers to engage in the same learning activities they are designing for their
students is a critical feature of active learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Collaboration
Collaboration can span many configurations, from one-on-one or small group interactions
to school-wide collaboration or exchanges with other professionals (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017). Historically, the American education system has been structured in a way where teachers
are rarely given time to plan lessons, share instructional strategies, or review student data
together (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). The importance of seeing and hearing about what
others in the field are doing cannot be overlooked. Working conditions for teachers tend to favor
privacy and isolation, which contributes to inconsistencies in instruction across grade or
department levels and less willingness for teachers to engage in new ways of instructing
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(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Teacher professional development must support collaboration
by creating spaces for teachers to share ideas. By involving others in their learning, teachers
develop a broader base of understanding of collective work in trusting environments. Inquiry,
risk-taking, and problem-solving strategies can thrive in this environment (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2017).
Modeling of Effective Practices
This element refers to curricular models and models of instruction that provide a clear
vision of what best practices look like within a classroom setting (Castillo et al., 2016).
“Teachers are more likely to undertake classroom practices modeled for them in professional
development settings” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009, p. 10). The various types of modeling can
include video or live demonstrations of lessons, written unit or lesson plans, observation of
peers, and curriculum materials, which include student work samples and exemplars (DarlingHammond et al., 2017). Bates and Morgan (2018) explained the importance of teacher’s
visualizing how lesson delivery should look and sound. Modeling gives teachers clarity and a
conception of what they are working to achieve in their classrooms (Bates & Morgan, 2018).
Coaching and Expert Support
One-on-one coaching in a teacher’s classroom following the introduction of new
program content is a common structure for providing expert support (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017). Joyce and Showers (1981) characterized coaching as an observation and feedback cycle in
an ongoing instructional setting and attest to the importance of coaching for a new skill to
become part of a teacher’s daily context. Coaching may also take place during the PD program,
where leaders facilitate small-group learning and individualized feedback on a specific
instructional practice on which to focus each session (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
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Time for Feedback and Reflection
Feedback and reflection are powerful tools that are often employed during mentoring
and coaching and need to be part of effective professional development program design and
implementation (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Kolb’s (1984) long-established model of
experiential learning is grounded in the theory that change, learning, and growth occur when
learners can reflect on their experiences. Feedback must be specific enough that teachers know
what adjustments to make. Effective professional development has time built in for teachers to
think about, receive input and feedback, and make instructional changes in their daily practice
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Sustained Duration
Teachers must have adequate time to learn, practice, implement, and reflect on new
strategies that facilitate change. Previous research in the U.S. has found that most professional
development initiatives are extremely short, and often less than eight hours are spent on any
given topic (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). More permanent instructional improvements can
only be accomplished through sustained professional development experiences (DarlingHammond et al., 2017). An analysis by Yoon et al. (2007) found that teachers who received an
average of 49 hours of professional development could boost student achievement by
approximately 21 percentile points. Some studies have concluded that teachers may need up to
50 hours of instruction, practice, and coaching before a new strategy can be mastered and
implemented appropriately (Yoon et al., 2007).
Although many recent reports have more concisely identified critical professional
development elements from PD research reviews, gaps in student achievement still exist (U.S.
Department of Education, 2018). It is difficult to understand why professional development is
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fruitful in some situations and not in others (McKeown et al., 2019). Reviewers of professional
development research often look at these design features to create notable lists for PD developers
and leaders (Kennedy, 2016). These lists, though helpful, fail to illuminate the underlying
constructs of teaching and teacher learning (Kennedy, 2016). Lists of salient professional
development design features may help simplify a complex concept, such as effective teaching,
but these lists have also been criticized (Kennedy, 2016). In her 2016 study, “How Does
Professional Development Improve Teaching?” Kennedy reviews the research on professional
development programs through the lens of how different approaches to PD foster learning rather
than “what” features are most effective. Kennedy’s (2016) review suggested that professional
development program design features as a way to predict PD success may be fallible. Kennedy
(2016) cautioned that lists shift attention away from relevant theoretical frameworks. More
effective professional development programs in Kennedy’s (2016) research were those offered
by individuals or groups who had already established trusting relationships with teachers, and
which the individuals or groups facilitating the PD had personal experience and expertise with
the problem’s teachers face. Her findings propose that new questions need to be asked about the
role of motivation in professional development effectiveness as well as an acknowledgment of
the slow and incremental way teachers incorporate new learning and techniques into their daily
practices (Kennedy, 2016).
Kennedy’s (2016) results highlight the need for research designs and professional
development models to be more closely tied to theories of teacher learning and teacher
motivation rather than particular design features. Understanding what teachers do, what
motivates them, and how they learn and grow is especially important in an era in which teachers
receive numerous messages about what they should be doing (Kennedy, 2016). The following
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sections explore two prominent theories about adults as learners, which relate to this study and
its aims.
Adult Learning Theory
In the 1970s, Knowles first introduced the concepts of andragogy and adult learning
theory. While pedagogy refers to the teaching profession and science of education, it is often
assumed to refer to the teaching of children. By definition, andragogy refers to the method and
practice of teaching adult learners (Knowles, 1990). Andragogy gained attention in the 1970s,
when the notion that approaches for teaching adults might be different from when teaching
children.
When adult education first started to become prevalent, the teachers of adults realized
that the traditional assumptions they had made about learning and teaching young children were
not a successful approach for adults. Knowles (1990) explained that andragogy presents core
principles of adult learning for those in positions of designing and conducting adult learning
opportunities to have more effective processes and practices at their disposal (Knowles et al.,
2015). Since then, andragogy has remained a prevailing framework for supporting adult learning.
Knowles’s assumptions about adult learners include the following: need to know, selfconcept, prior experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation (Knowles,
1990). These principles remain at the heart of adult learning and education and encompass a core
set of ideas that have mostly maintained the same level of importance and relevance over the past
50 years. These principles serve as guides for facilitators of adult learning to successfully plan
and implement adult learning experiences (Knowles, 1990). Andragogy emphasizes the need for
facilitators to identify strategies and teaching practices that account for the unique circumstances
in which adult learners find themselves.
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Need to Know
Adults need to understand why learning something new is necessary before learning it
(Knowles, 1990). Tough (1989) found that when adults are faced with a new learning
opportunity, they take a considerable amount of time to weigh the pros and cons of the new
learning and to what degree they need to attain the information or practice. When teachers
perceive their learning as “personally meaningful,” they make an effort to progress (Hargreaves
& Elhawary, 2019). For many adult learners, understanding the “why” behind the learning can
bridge a critical gap in teachers’ thinking and approach to professional development (Knowles,
1990). Real or simulated experiences in teacher professional development that lead adults to
discover the gaps that exist between where they are now and where they want to can be a robust
tool for raising the level of awareness and their need to know (Knowles, 1990). Using discussion
to introduce concepts may open adult learners to new ideas that may challenge or solidify
existing biases as they comprehend information (Knowles et al., 2015).
Self-Concept
Adults have a self-concept of being responsible for their own lives and decisions
(Knowles, 1990). Once they have established a self-concept of their own, they have a
psychological need to be viewed by others as capable of self-direction (Knowles, 1990).
Facilitators and designers of adult learning opportunities must understand why some learners
may resist or resent situations in which they believe others are imposing their wills (Knowles,
1990). Knowles (1990) asserted that adult education must create the kind of learning experience
where instructors avoid treating adults like children who are dependent on someone else’s
knowledge to learn and instead transition to self-directed learning.
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Prior Experience
Andragogy posits that unlike children, adults come into educational activities with more
considerable expertise and knowledge, which accounts for various individual differences
(Knowles et al., 2015). These experiences have also become an increasingly valuable resource
for teachers and others. Drawing on their own prior experience and knowledge encourages adults
to be self-directed in their inquiries and to collaborate with others with similar experiences
(Mews, 2020). The design of professional development experiences must address how teachers
learn rather than simply what teachers learn. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) maintained that
adults come to learning with experiences that should be utilized as resources for new learning
and be based on interest and their own classroom needs. A critical implication of prior
experience for adult learning is the understanding that in any situation in which adults’
experience is ignored or devalued, they perceive this as a rejection of them as a person, not
solely a rejection of their experience (Knowles, 1990). Experiences become a larger part of our
identity as adults age and mature and are especially important for adult learning (Knowles,
1990).
Readiness to Learn
Knowles et al. (2015) said that “people become ready to learn something when they
experience a need to learn it to cope with real-life tasks or problems” (p. 44). Knowles (1990)
presented an example of readiness to learn by providing a scenario in which the context of a
learning opportunity does not apply to one’s life at a particular moment (e.g., a parenting class
while in high school). However, after graduation or in a committed relationship, a person would
likely be more ready to learn about the topic of parenting. Effective professional development
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requires teachers to act as agents by identifying a learning need critical to themselves
(Hargreaves & Elhawary, 2019).
Orientation to Learning
For adult learners, education is a process that increases their competence to achieve their
full potential in life. Knowles et al. (2015) explained that whatever knowledge and skill adults
gain should allow them to live more effectively in the future. Adults are more willing to devote
energy to learning something they perceive will help them perform tasks or problems they
confront in real-life situations. Professional development that takes a problem-solving approach
can present new knowledge, understanding, skills, values, and attitudes in a context and
application relevant to teachers (Knowles et al., 2015). This adult learning principle also
highlights the importance of professional development that is content-focused—learning
strategies associated with a specific curriculum or content supporting teacher learning within
their classroom context (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Motivation
While adults respond to some external motivators such as better jobs or higher salaries
and promotions, the most powerful motivators come from internal needs, including self -esteem
and quality of life (Knowles, 1990). Tough (1989) found that adults have a desire to keep
learning and growing, but their motivation encounters barriers, including negative self -concept,
time constraints, or experiences that do not align with the principles of adult learning.
Through andragogy and the concepts from Knowles’ theory of adult learning,
professional development is more likely to be successful when it includes teachers in the
planning and facilitation of the learning objectives (Smith & Robinson, 2020). When given the
opportunity to enhance their learning, teachers are more likely to face challenges with confidence
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and be more open to change when they can see the immediate relevance to their profession or
personal life (Joyce & Calhoun, 2016).
Professional development experiences for teachers that are self-chosen play a crucial role
in the level of teacher engagement based on adult learning theory on individuals’ need to know,
self-concept, and motivation (Kennedy, 1998). Teacher PD is beginning to gain more recognition
as a process that reflects the types of learning experiences identified within adult learning
research (McChesney & Aldridge, 2018). Weber-Mayrer’s (2016) dissertation examined whether
integrating adult teaching practices derived from adult learning theory into early childhood
educator professional development would result in better gains in educator engagement. The
results suggest that the integration of practices derived from adult learning theory may be a
promising practice to support the continued learning of educators. In Kennedy’s (2016) research,
the differences in professional development program effectiveness when studies compared
volunteers as opposed to non-volunteers emphasized the importance of teachers’ own volition in
improving their practices. Kennedy (2016) asserted that a deeper understanding of how
professional development programs intellectually engage and motivate teachers and determining
whether the PD is meaningful to teachers is imperative.
Self-Determination Theory
One of the best-known theories related to human motivation is self-determination theory.
While most research explores the amount of motivation someone might need to do something,
Deci and Ryan’s (1985) research explored two types of motivation, which they refer to as
autonomous motivation and controlled motivation. Autonomous motivation occurs when people
willingly and fully voluntarily engage in an activity. In other words, people do something simply
because they want to, are interested in, and choose to do it. Deci and Ryan (2000) relate
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autonomous motivation to intrinsic motivation since the activities or behaviors associated with
these kinds of motivation provide a feeling that is naturally satisfying. Deci (2017) described
autonomous motivation as the sort of activity done out of pure enjoyment, interest, and choice.
On the contrary, controlled motivation refers to activities in which people feel pressured or
forced to participate (Deci, 2017). Controlled motivation may also mean doing something for the
purpose of a reward or avoiding a punishment (Deci, 2017). Engaging in an activity because it
will lead to some separable outcome is known as extrinsic motivation (Deci, 2017). From a
surface level, a person might think that autonomous motivation is equivalent to intrinsic
motivation, and controlled motivation is synonymous with extrinsic motivation. However, what
Deci and Ryan (2000) found that it is possible for someone to become autonomously motivated
through a process of internalization, even if the activity or behavior started off as controlled or
obligatory (Deci, 2017). Internalization allows people to be extrinsically motivated in an
autonomous way (Deci, 2017).
Furthermore, Deci and Ryan (1985) identified three fundamental psychological needs
that apply to all people in all settings or fields. Competency is the first psychological need. When
people have competency, they feel that they can do well in life and everyday activities. As they
try new things, they are confident that they can consistently be successful with various tasks
(Deci, 2017). When people do not feel competent or capable, it can have negative effects on their
well-being, and in some cases can lead to feelings of depression or anxiety (Deci, 2017). The
second basic psychological need that SDT identifies is relatedness. Relatedness refers to the
desire and need of every person to have meaningful and trusting relationships and to feel
connected with others. The final basic psychological need in SDT is autonomy. Autonomy in
self-determination theory asserts that each person aspires to have regulation and choice about
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how they want their lives to be (Deci, 2017). Competence, relatedness, and autonomy are
essential for growth, integrity, and well-being, according to self-determination theory (Deci &
Ryan, 2000). When a person feels competent, connected, and given an opportunity to have free
choice, their behavior and psychological well-being is optimal. When people understand the
value and importance of something, they do not require an outside reward or punishment to
accomplish the task (Deci, 2017). Through the process of internalization, even if an activity or
behavior started as controlled motivation through extrinsic rewards or punishments, it can
become autonomous (Deci, 2017).
The caveat to extrinsic motivation is its potential to undermine autonomy when an
individual is already interested in the task or activity (Deci, 2017). In self-determination theory,
when people receive rewards for something they were otherwise interested in, they stop
becoming interested. A person’s relationship with a task changes once it is viewed as a way to
get a reward (Deci, 2017). Extrinsic motivation can take away people’s sense of autonomy and
self-direction, making them far less likely to internalize the importance of the task or activity
(Deci, 2017).
Understanding adult learning theory as it relates to teacher professional development
provides a framework for the implementation and planning of PD (Knowles, 1990). Selfdetermination theory provides an additional framework that shows that people are more likely to
achieve deeper levels of learning and perform better when their basic psychological needs are
met (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
The Literature on Mandatory Professional Development
While much of the research on mandatory professional development is negative, a study
conducted by Smith and Robinson (2020), on teacher perceptions of a new and required effort,
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had a mix of both positive and negative teacher responses. Some participants expressed concern
that if the training had not been required, many teachers would not have taken the new learning
seriously or done anything different within their planning and teaching (Smith & Robinson,
2020).
Popova et al. (2018) researched teacher professional development programs that included
incentives such as improved status, promotion, or salary advancement opportunities. In
professional development programs where incentives were not available, student learning
outcomes were reported to be two standard deviations lower than teacher professional
development that incorporated incentives. Since the incentives for teachers in Popova et al.’s
(2018) research were linked to career opportunities and the PD programs offered were targeted
based on each teachers’ years of experience, these results could speak to the importance of prior
experience, motivation, and promotion of autonomy.
McMillan et al. (2016) designed a mixed-methods study that explored the motivating and
inhibiting factors that contributed to teachers’ engagement in a continuing professional
development model in Ireland. The study looked at two groups of teachers who were all
participants in master’s level coursework. One set of teachers was not obligated to participate,
while the other group was required to participate in the continuing professional development
model as part of their work. The authors of the study found that teachers’ personal motivation
played a significant role in how they described the effectiveness of the PD (McMillan et al.,
2016). The possibility of career growth, advancement, and achievement were all found to be top
motivators in the study, whether teachers were obligated to attend or not (McMillan et al., 2016).
A better understanding of teachers’ readiness to learn and motivation may shed more light on
these results.
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Philippou et al. (2014) investigated whether autonomy can be imposed on teachers during
an ongoing curriculum change in Cyprus. In the study, teachers in Cyprus were expected to
implement a new curriculum and were told that by doing so, they would become better
professionals. Despite the administration’s calls for partnership and teacher agency and
autonomy, teachers’ response to the imposed decisions seemed to result only in compliance, but
not necessarily professional growth (Philippou et al., 2014). Understanding the “why” behind
learning helps teachers make the information personally meaningful and increases the likelihood
of sustained change in their practices (Knowles, 1990). Knowles’ (1990) theory around the need
to know may help explain why being told they would be better professionals did not result in
lasting change.
Previous literature has supported the notion that teacher attitudes and beliefs play a
substantial part in the sustainability of instructional practices (Hargreaves & Elhawary, 2019).
Clement’s (2014) study on “managing mandated educational change,” which took place in
Australia, found that while some teachers described strong negative feelings about an externally
enacted professional development, others were able to take charge of the required change and
make it their own for the benefit of their classrooms. Her findings suggest that it is possible for
mandated professional development to be managed in positive ways (Clement, 2014).
More research is needed to unpack teachers’ perceptions of delivery, planning, and
experiences of professional development, particularly as they relate to obligatory topics.
Kennedy’s (2016) meta-analysis of professional development programs and features revealed
that many of the most intensive PD programs explored yielded weaker effects on student
learning. The author believed that the lower effect sizes for these programs were obtained
because participation was not voluntary (Kennedy, 2016). Kennedy (2016) speculated that
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teachers who did not choose to be at the professional development became less and less willing
to comply as the training went on (Kennedy, 2016). Among the 15 studies Kennedy reviewed,
the PD programs’ overall effect size averaged .10. Studies that did not include mandatory
assignments resulted in an increased average effect size of .16. The professional development
programs in which teachers expressed no interest to attend had a much lower effect size of .03
(Kennedy, 2016).
Gap in the Literature
Research on mandated teacher professional development and reform initiatives that take
place in the U.S. are difficult to find. Given its unique context, I contend that teacher
professional development experiences that take place in the U.S. have not been adequately
described in the existing literature. Most studies related to this topic have relied on quantitative
approaches to determine if PD resulted in increased student achievement (King, 2014). The body
of qualitative research in the U.S. or any other country on teacher perceptions of professional
development is lacking.
Many studies have addressed the characteristics of professional development but have
rarely considered teacher perceptions and their impact on PD effectiveness (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2017; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Research that closely examines effective professional
development elements with underlying theories of adult learning and motivation as they relate to
teachers does not currently exist (Kennedy, 2016). Kennedy (2016) proclaimed that more
research is needed that reconsiders the conceptions of “effective professional development
elements” with the construction of ideas based more on an understanding of what motivates
teachers and how they learn and grow.
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Summary
Knowles’ (1990) research on adult learning and self-determination theory highlight the
importance of motivation and barriers to applying new concepts when experiences and values do
not align with an adult learner’s personal agenda. Professional development that is required takes
ownership away from teachers’ and has shown lower effects when compared to optional PD
(Kennedy, 2016). If teacher professional development hopes to meet intended goals, teachers
must be motivated to implement the proposed changes, such as adopting a new curriculum or
learning new instructional strategies (Lee & Min, 2017). It is advantageous to understand how
teachers feel about the professional development they are obligated to participate in and how
certain elements or aspects of the PD might affect their engagement and motivation for
continuing their learning beyond the training and implementation of these practices in their
classrooms with the goal of improving student outcomes. Qualitative research that takes place in
the U.S. and closely examines teacher perceptions of effective professional development
elements with theories of adult learning and motivation does not currently exist.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This chapter details the methodology used to explore the viewpoints of teachers who
have participated in district-level mandated professional development training as part of a larger
change initiative. In an instrumental case study, the case itself is less significant than
understanding the particular phenomenon (Grandy, 2010). Instrumental case study methodology
allows the researcher to understand a wide variety of phenomena and provides perceptivity of
phenomena from the participants’ view (Stake, 1995). In this research, the instrumental case
study was designed around established effective professional development elements and adult
learning and motivation theories. The purpose of the research was to understand mandated
professional development from the perspective of the participants (Stake, 1995). Covered in this
chapter are the following: a restatement of the problem and research questions, rationale for a
qualitative design, research setting, sampling method, data collection an d analysis procedures,
trustworthiness, ethical assurances, limitations of the study, benefits, and the researcher’s
positionality.
Restatement of the Problem
Academic achievement gaps continue to persist despite large-scale educational reform
efforts and requirements for teachers, such as those included in NCLB and the Every Student
Succeeds Act (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Professional development activities serve as a
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foundational pillar in increasing teachers’ instructional capabilities and effec tiveness (Desimone
et al., 2002). A good deal of money is spent on single-day sessions and workshops that may be
disconnected from the real issue’s teachers face with curriculum and learning (Ball & Cohen,
1999; Kennedy, 1998). Research that examines how teacher professional development is
executed and how it is expected to transform teaching practice is indeterminate (Kennedy, 2016).
Effective professional development processes must take into consideration individual
professional identities, dispositions, roles, and settings in which teachers work to ultimately
improve student outcomes (Hargreaves & Elhawary, 2019). Researchers have not fully explained
why teacher learning and instruction improve following some professional development and not
others (McKeown et al., 2019). There is still much to be learned from the complex
circumstance’s teachers find themselves in when they are required to participate in PD activities
(King, 2014).
The methodology of this research supports the potential development of important results
that can serve districts and school leaders. Changes must be made in how leaders support
teachers in building new knowledge and skills under conditions where professional development
is not voluntary. Most studies on teacher professional development have relied on quantitative
approaches to determine whether professional development has increased student academic
achievement measures. Other studies have reported on specific characteristics that, when put in
place, could make professional development more effective (King, 2014). The purpose of this
instrumental case study was to gain insight from teachers who were required to participate in
professional development as part of a district-level initiative and discover what they believed
they needed from those experiences to improve their instructional practices and, therefore,
student outcomes.
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To fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions were inves tigated:
Q1

What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development mandated as part of a
district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

Q2

What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?
Rationale for a Qualitative Design

A qualitative research design provided an opportunity to study a topic I am passionate
about and is important to my professional life, while maintaining a high level of trustworthiness
throughout the process and findings. Qualitative research designs provide a contextually rich
study of the experiences of different people and how they perceive a common event under
different circumstances (Yin, 2014). Yin (2014) identified five key features of qualitati ve
research that differentiate qualitative research from other forms of social science.
Qualitative research:
1.

Studies the meaning of people’s lives in their real-world roles;

2.

Represents the views and perspectives of people in the study;

3.

Explicitly attends to and accounts for real-world contextual conditions;

4.

Contributes insights from existing or new concepts that may help explain social
behavior and thinking; and

5.

Acknowledges the potential relevance of multiple sources of evidence rather than
relying on a single source alone.

A qualitative approach to this research topic served the primary goal of uncovering and
interpreting meaning, which was co-constructed by participants and the researcher to gain a new
understanding of the topic from the participants’ perspectives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake,
1995). A qualitative design allowed me to rely on the experiences of others as a form of data and
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interpretation (Stake, 1995). By listening to the voices of teachers who were required to
participate in professional development as part of district change efforts, this study uncovered
further insight into the planning and implementation of mandatory teacher professional
development.
Research Setting
This instrumental case study took place in Colorado, where I currently reside. This study
sought out participants similar to state teacher demographics. As of 2020, Colorado serves
913,223 students across PK-12. There are 178 school districts in the state. One hundred and
forty-six of the 178 are considered “small rural” or rural. While there are many rural and small
rural school districts, they account for only 15% of the total PK–12 population (Colorado
Department of Education, 2020). Tables 1 and 2 provide information about student enrollment
demographics in the state.
Table 1
Colorado Education Facts and Figures – Student Enrollment
Year
Total Student
English Language
Special Education
Enrollment
Learners
2019-20 913,223
123,248
106,238

Gifted and
Talented
66,983

Table 2
Colorado Education Facts and Figures- Student Demographics
Year
American
Asian
Black or Hispanic
White
Indian or
African
or Latino
Alaska
America
Native
2019-20

6,210

29,209

41,554

309,972

483,051

Native
Hawaiian
or Other
Pacific
Islander
2,433

Two
or
More
Races
40,794

While White and Hispanic or Latino populations make up the majority of Colorado PK12 students, 87% of teachers in Colorado are White. Eight percent of teachers are Hispanic or
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Latinx, and two percent are Black or African American. Seventy-six percent of Colorado
teachers identify as female and 24% male. In the 2019-2020 school year, the average years of
teaching experience for a teacher in Colorado was 9.66.
According to Colorado Succeeds (2018), getting new teachers to stay in the field long
term has been problematic. About one in six new teachers leave the profession within their first
five years. During a two-year span, a report from the National Center for Education Evaluation
and Regional Assistance (2019) revealed that 13% of Colorado teachers left th eir classroom
teaching position and eight percent transferred to a different school. The state had 147 teaching
positions that remained unfilled at the beginning of the 2019-2020 school year, and 14% of the
total positions had to be filled through a shortage mechanism (Colorado Department of
Education, 2020). The overall turnover rate for Colorado teachers for the 2019-2020 school year
was 16%, which is also the national average (Colorado Department of Education, 2020; National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020).
Schools and districts where teachers have regular access to professional development
resources have been found to attract and maintain good teachers more effectively (Jalongo et al.,
2006). In a 2010 case study of state policies and strategies by Jaquith et al. (2010), Colorado was
one of four states featured for its high participation rates in a wide range of professional
development offerings. According to the summary report, Colorado has established PD
guidelines for teacher license renewal, a state-level professional teaching standards board, and
state mechanisms for monitoring professional development quality (Jaquith et al., 2010).
Sampling Method
Prior to beginning any research, I reached out to my colleagues across Colorado and
elicited their assistance in getting the word out to teachers about my study. Since my research
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was about individual experiences and was not tied to any specific district or school, I made sure
that potential participants were contacted through personal phone or email outside of their
regular contract time. I shared a general overview of my research through a participant
recruitment form (see Appendix A) and solidified interest from teachers who met the established
criteria of the study. An approved application for the review of research involving human
participants through the IRB for the University of Northern Colorado was obtained before the
collection of any data (See Appendix B). Interview questions were piloted with colleagues
unrelated to the research before final IRB approval.
This study required a purposeful sampling approach where I selected individuals for the
study because they could inform my research problem and provide understanding from differing
perspectives. My purposeful sampling approach included criteria established ahead of time to
differentiate the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). According to Creswell and Poth (2018),
case study research often employs a maximum variation strategy to fully describe multiple
perspectives on the topic. Similar events at multiple sites provide contrasting social and
contextual conditions. To this degree, the confidence of a study can be greater than if participants
from only a single site were studied (Yin, 2014). Consistency in the emergence of themes from
different participants and professional development experiences could bolster the trustworthiness
of the research results (Yin, 2014). The research participant criteria included the following:
Teacher Demographics
Public schools are direct recipients of federal and state funds and are most often the
primary targets of legislative mandates and policies related to teacher professional development.
Traditional public schools in Colorado enroll over 86% of the state’s PK–12 total population
(Colorado Department of Education, 2020). Public school teachers have been most significantly
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impacted by professional development mandates, and it is their input that this study sought to
gain perspective of.
This study also looked for teachers who had at least five years of experience in a
classroom teaching role. Buddin and Zamarro (2009) explored student achievement outcomes
related to teacher characteristics, including years of experience, degree level, and professional
test scores. The study found that teacher licensure test scores and advanced degrees were
unrelated to positive student achievement (Buddin & Zamarro, 2009). Teacher years of
experience were positively related to student achievement outcomes, but the linkage was we aker
for teachers in their first two years in the classroom (Buddin & Zamarro, 2009). A longitudinal
study by Antoniou (2013) explored relationships between stages of effective teaching, teaching
experience, and teacher PD approaches and found that teacher effectiveness increased drastically
within the first five to six years. The findings of Antoniou’s (2013) study were in line with what
other research found, in that experienced teachers are more effective with students. The author
also stated that the benefits of additional years (beyond five) appear to level off as more time
goes by. According to the study, there are no positive significant differences in student outcomes
between a teacher with six years of experience and a teacher with 10 or more years o f experience
(Antoniou, 2013). Lastly, a minimum of five years of experience was important to the researcher
to encourage participation from teachers who were more likely to be committed to staying in the
profession.
Time and Content Area Requirements
Research has shown that when teachers receive 14 hours or more of professional
development on a particular content area, positive results were statistically significant compared
to those studies where teachers received less than 14 hours (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017;
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Yoon et al., 2007). To be selected for this study, teachers must have participated in 14 hours or
more of mandated professional development in a single content area or topic within the last 24
months. This requirement supported the larger number of required hours but not too long such
that the participants did not remember what the experience was like for them. This study sought
out teachers who had attended professional development in an academic content area or topic
related to literacy, mathematics, science, or social studies based on Kennedy’s (1998) research
that understanding how to teach subject matter is more likely to have positive effects on teacher
instruction compared to professional development, which focuses on classroom management or
changing teacher behaviors. Darling-Hammond et al.’s (2017) report also found that a disciplinespecific curriculum or PD that has an academic content focus demonstrated more positive links
between teaching practices and outcomes for students.
Professional Development Formats
Mandated professional development for this study included any training, workshops, or
seminars teachers participated in which they did not have free choice and were part of a district wide initiative. Given the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic, the more recent teacher
professional development that teachers attended had been delivered in a virtual (synchronously
or asynchronously), or hybrid format. To help ensure the diversity of the experiences, no two
participants had attended the same mandated training simultaneously. Even though the
participants had attended professional developments on similar topics, they had not attended the
exact training at the same time.
Data Collection
One-on-one appointments were arranged with each participant, and 45–60-minute virtual
interviews were conducted via Zoom. The interviews were recorded, and transcribed using
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Transcribe Me, and manually checked for errors. The interview protocol consisted of an
introduction and informal discussion of the participant’s work history, the professional
development they attended, and professional background to build rapport and gain further insight
into their experiences. After the introduction and background building, the interview protocol
included seven open-ended interview questions with optional probes related to topics of teachers’
experience and feelings during the mandatory professional development, how they describe the
experience, and what they want leaders to know (See Appendix C for Interview Protocol).
The interview included some questions that were informed by adult learning theory and
self-determination theory. One interview question asked participants: “Tell me about a PD
opportunity that you decided to participate in but was not mandatory.” This question sought to
understand what kinds of professional development the participants may have chosen on their
own and what knowledge or skills they perceived as helpful in their real life at the time
(orientation to learning) and whether a readiness to learn had anything to do with their choice.
The question also further explored what might have been the teachers’ motivation for choosing
that professional development, and investigated self-determination theory’s psychological needs
for competency and autonomy. By asking the participants about their feelings and thoughts
before they started the professional development, it provided an understanding of the possible
role of autonomy and the learners’ self-concept. This question also provided a deeper
understanding of whether participants’ felt the PD aligned with what they wanted for themselves
as professionals and if they felt those ambitions were respected by those who were requiring the
professional development. When participants were asked about specific examples of something
about the professional development that made them think it was effective, the question was
meant to explore the kinds of PD elements or activities that participants found beneficial. The
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end of the interview provided an opportunity to discuss any other relevant information or data
sources the participants might have kept, including exit tickets, anecdotal notes, or personal
reflections during the professional development. Participants were asked to voluntarily provide
any of these additional artifacts through email along with a copy of the interview transcript for
their review and were given up to 10 days after the interview to provide optional documents and
clarify any of their responses, express concerns, or ask additional questions (see Appendix D for
follow-up email template).
Data Analysis
Raw audio recorded data were transcribed using Transcribe Me and checked manually for
accuracy. I employed analytic memoing to preserve my ideas, reflections, and initial summaries
or questions before classifying and describing the data with codes (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Saldaña, 2014; Yin, 2014). For this study, I chose a hybrid approach to qualitative methods of
thematic data analysis. Thematic analysis in qualitative research is a search for themes that
emerge as being important to the description of the case (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday &
Muir-Cochrane, 2006). In thematic analysis, the researcher identifies, analyzes, and reports
patterns (themes) to organize and describe a data set in rich detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Themes were identified through reading and re-reading the data for patterns, and emerging
themes became the categories for analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
A hybrid approach to thematic data analysis complemented the research questions by
allowing the tenets of effective professional development elements, adult learning, and selfdetermination theory to be integral to the data analysis process. A hybrid approach utilizes both
inductive and deductive data analysis for coding (Yin, 2014). A deductive approach to data
analysis incorporated sets of a priori codes (pre-empirical) that were determined using Darling-
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Hammond et al. (2017) effective professional development elements, adult learning, and selfdetermination theory theoretical frameworks. By beginning analysis with predetermined codes,
the researcher makes deliberate choices about what to code based on the theories that they are
exploring (Swain, 2018). After deductive coding took place, a posteriori (post-empirical) codes
were generated inductively after continued examination of the data. Tentative labels based on
inductive coding patterns were determined by what I saw happening, not based on any existing
theory (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). In this case, the inductive
coding approach was much like open coding (Creswell, 2015). Deductively coding using
predetermined labels of Darling-Hammond et al.’s (2017) seven effective professional
development elements, Knowles’s (1990) six assumptions, and self-determination theory’s
(1985) three basic psychological needs, allowed for the possibility of the results to provide
empirical evidence of connections between these three critical theories and features. The
development of a priori codes and a hybrid approach to the data allowed for further
understanding of professional development features, adult learning, and motivation, and how,
collectively they make a positive difference in overall PD effectiveness.
After completing the deductive and inductive coding on my own, I asked two other
doctoral students to review the data spreadsheets with codes and emerging themes to confirm
that my thoughts made sense. After solidifying initial codes, the data analysis continued to
develop by proactively sifting and sorting ideas, engaging in constant comparisons, and
searching for patterns that eventually became final themes (Yin, 2014). Final themes were
aligned to direct quotes that created teacher participants’ views. A process of data analysis
presented by Jon Swain (2018) was adapted to meet the needs of the research.
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The process included:
1.

An initial reading of all transcripts and any written notes or reflections from the
participants took place as part of what Yin (2014) referred to as “compiling” the
data or familiarizing myself with the data.

2.

Analytic memoing occurred on the first page of an Excel spreadsheet.

3.

In a separate Excel tab, I prepared a table for the organization of the data, which
included all participants’ a priori codes, and another tab for a posteriori codes.
Separate tabs were also created for coding of each participant’s interview and
relevant notes.

4.

A priori codes were created aligned with adult learning theory, elements of
effective professional development, and self-determination theory’s three basic
psychological needs.

5.

Once the table/spreadsheet and a priori codes were completed, deductive and
inductive coding began. A priori codes were completed first, and then a posteriori
codes were created subsequently. The process was circular in that both a priori
and a posteriori codes continued to emerge with each reading and re-reading of
the interview transcripts.

6.

Moving, combining, and summarizing information continued in separate tabs of
the spreadsheet, and a priori and a posteriori codes were eventually collapsed into
themes.

7.

A new spreadsheet was created that included final themes aligned to direct q uotes
that represented the teacher participants’ views.
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Trustworthiness
A trustworthy qualitative study provides assurance that data are properly collected and
analyzed so that results and discussions are accurate representations of what was studied (Yin,
2014). To increase the trustworthiness of this study, I applied triangulation, member checking,
and peer debriefing. Stake (1995) described triangulation as a way for researchers to be more
confident that their findings express multiple points of view fro m a diverse group of participants
(p. 123). Member checking allowed study participants to review their transcripts for accuracy
and add, modify, or clarify anything they said to ensure that their answers made sense to them
and correctly reflected their experiences. In this way, triangulation and member checking also
helped confirm that I had the correct results. If there had been conflicting perspectives, it may
have been revealed that there was more about the topic that needed to be unpacked (Stake, 1995).
Lincoln and Guba (1985) described peer debriefing as a “process of exposing oneself to a
disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytical session and for the purpose of exploring
aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p.
308). By reviewing the data with peers who had no plausible interest in the research and results, I
was able to better become aware of biases, perspectives, and assumptions I may have toward the
data and its analysis. It allowed me to test and defend emergent themes to get a sense of whether
they seemed reasonable to someone else (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Ethical Assurances
This research study included 12 public school teachers who chose to participate in this
study, separate from their district or school affiliations, during their own time. An application for
the review of research involving human participants was filed with the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) of the University of Northern Colorado. All information gathered will remain
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confidential. Pseudonyms were used, and the results were written in a way to avoid any nonpersonal identifiable information. Following initial contact with participants via email, I made
sure participants understood that their participation was voluntary and could be revoked at any
time. Voluntary participation was also reviewed before beginning the interview, and all
participants signed a research consent form (See Appendix E) and scanned or emailed it back to
me. Audio recorded and transcribed interviews were stored on a password-protected device and
only accessible to the researcher and research advisor at the University. Individual interview
transcripts were made available to the participants to review and check for errors.
The potential risks to the interviewees in this study was minimal. Results of the study
were shared with participants but have no bearing on their current positions and their identities or
affiliations with schools or districts and will remain confidential. The teachers’ participation can
provide critical insight into the educational field. Given that interviews conducted by unfamiliar
persons can be uncomfortable, effort was made to build positive rapport with the participants
before, during, and after the interviews.
Limitations
This study sought to engage participants only from the state in which I reside and work.
Data collected were limited by self-reporting of the teachers’ perceptions and thoughts about
their experiences with mandatory professional development. The topics, mode of delivery, and
activities that each professional development entailed was different. The research participants
discussed mandatory professional development they had attended within different timelines of up
to 24 months prior to their interview. Many of the participants chose to describe their most recent
professional development experiences, whether or not those were mandatory, self-chosen, shortterm, or of sustained duration based on their ability to recall the experience. The participants
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were eager to talk about multiple PD experiences including those not related to educational
reform initiatives, and the subject, delivery, and contextual factors of the professional
development varied. The results of this research were limited only to the perspectives of the
teacher participants.
Benefits
Since the case being studied was about individual experiences and needs, participants
expressed a willingness to share their perspectives through open and honest reflection. Many of
the participants said that they wanted to participate in the study because they had a lot of feelings
about professional development and were genuinely interested in the findings. Potential benefits
to participants could include enhanced understanding and personal reflection on the activ ities and
PD approaches that work best for their learning style. They may also share the general results
with their colleagues or leaders, which could potentially lead to changes in the way professional
development is implemented within their district or school. The results from their participation
may help them better understand their reactions toward district-level changes that require teacher
professional development and reduce barriers or feelings of resistance.
Researcher Positionality
I identify as a White female. I have been working in public education for the past 18
years. I started my career as a special education teacher for elementary and middle school
students with significant emotional and learning disabilities. After receiving my master’s degr ee
in Educational Leadership in 2011, I went on to serve as a dean of students before my current
position. Most of my career has been spent in schools and districts that serve a large population
of students of color and economically disadvantaged students. I am passionate about education
and focused on equity and providing high-quality experiences for all students.
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It is important to note that I currently serve as an executive director of instructional
support for a public PK–12 school district in northeastern Colorado. In my role, I directly
oversee multiple programs including preschool and early childhood, English Learner
Development, Title I and federal and state grants, PK–3 literacy, mental health, crisis, and school
safety protocols, multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS), and district-level health and wellness
committees. I also serve as a coach for principals. My current role includes providing
professional development to teachers that is optional or required at times and designing and
leading monthly professional development for our executive and administration teams. My
personal experience with planning and implementing professional development led me to this
topic of inquiry. Readers of this study should note the potential bias I have around professional
development that is both optional and required.
I want teachers to feel encouraged and empowered and never get to a place where they
are content with their instruction. I believe every teacher must always continue learning and treat
all students with the level of care, love, and support necessary for their success. If students are
not successful, I do believe it to be, at least partially, a reflection of teacher instruction,
capabilities, and the environment they create. I want every teacher and leader to have the tools
and strategies they need to help kids reach their full potential. As lifelong learners, I expect
teachers and leaders to ask for help, seek out learning opportunities, and find ways to grow in
their profession. I firmly believe that teachers and leaders must always put students first and that
every conversation, decision, and moment in a classroom should be focused on improving
student outcomes.
Some strategies I used to address bias throughout this study included checking for
alternative explanations and whether there were other reasons I obtained the data I did. I asked
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other doctoral students to review my results to see things I might have missed or to provide
affirmation that my conclusions are sound and reasonable given my data (Cre swell, 2015).
Conclusion
By listening to the voices of teachers who have engaged in required professional
development, this study sought to endorse the capability and importance of qualitative research
and provide valuable insight to principals and district leaders who design, implement, or enforce
mandatory teacher professional development initiatives. The methodology of this qualitative
research study fostered the emergence of important results and discussions that can serve school
and district leaders with information about providing teachers with the types of professional
development experiences they need to grow their instructional capacity and raise student
achievement. Teacher professional development must remain an essential pathway to growth,
expansion of instructional abilities, and deepening teachers’ understanding of the subject content
they teach. Mandated teacher professional development will likely continue to be part of
educators’ responsibilities and expectations for many years to come. Better understanding and
application of adult learning theory and SDT for planning, implementation, and follow-up
activities associated with required professional development may provide more effective
approaches to teacher learning and increase the possibility of positive student achievement
outcomes.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Introduction
The purpose of this instrumental case study was to gain insight from teachers who were
required to participate in professional development as part of a district-level initiative and
discover what they believed they needed from those experiences to improve their instructional
practices and, therefore, student outcomes.
To fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:
Q1

What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development mandated as part of a
district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

Q2

What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?

In this chapter, the results that emerged from the analysis of in-depth interviews with 12
participants are presented. The chapter begins with a summary of the participants’ demographic
information and profiles and ends with a conclusion that summarizes key findings. An overview
that highlights the teachers’ desire to learn and grow is placed after participant profiles to
provide context to the results. During interviews, many of the participants expressed frustration
and dismay about their participation in mandatory professional learning and that professional
development is “generally not good”. It is important to point out that while many had negative
feelings toward the PD they had experienced, all 12 teachers conveyed a desire to improve.
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Several participants mentioned that they understood the value of learning and that it was
important to them to never stop developing or improving in the profession.
The presentation of themes is provided in a way that intertwines the data results from the
two research questions and references ties to theoretical frameworks. This approach allowed for
an explanation of concepts alongside the data and presented clear examples of adult learning
theory, effective professional development elements, and self-determination theory from the
participants’ responses with the literature.
Overall, four major themes developed. Theme 1: make it relevant emphasizes the
commonality of teacher professional development provided on topics or content that do not
apply to the individual, is ill-timed in relation to applicability, or is not provided with sufficient
time for participants to perceive the significance. Theme 2: differentiate explains the
participants’ perspectives that professional development is generally not personalized. Theme 3:
people matter demonstrates the significance of the person delivering the professional
development to be seen as an expert in the field and credible source as well as the teachers’
desire for collaboration with others. Theme 4: show me and let me do it myself illustrates the
types of activities that the teachers’ said they needed to fully immerse in the professional
development learning and take their new knowledge back to their classrooms. In each of the four
themes, the teacher participants’ voices revealed answers to the research questions and were the
focal point of the analysis and findings.
Participant Demographics
To maintain the confidentiality of individual participants, demographics are presented in
a general summary. There were 12 participants in total, three men and nine women, ranging in
age from the mid-twenties to late fifties. All participants identified their race as White. Twenty-
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five percent of the participants identified their ethnicity as Hispanic, Native American, or both.
All participants lived and taught in Colorado. Participants represented five different suburban
and semi-rural public school districts along the front range and northeastern portions of the state.
Five participants taught at the elementary level, three at the middle school level, and four at high
school. Years of teaching experience ranged from 6 to 30 years. The average number of years of
experience for all participants was 15. All participants had participated in at least one district level initiative in the past two years that required 14 hours or more of professional development
related to a single topic or content area.
The Participants
Pseudonyms were created to protect the identities of each of the research participants.
Participant profiles are presented to introduce each of the teachers in terviewed. Table 3 provides
a summary of the participants, followed by an overview.
Michelle
Michelle has been an art educator for 25 years. She has experience in elementary and
middle school settings. While in high school, Michelle was inspired by her ceramics teacher and
decided to pursue teaching. She indicated that her favorite part of h er job was seeing kids
become creative and interpreting their vision for a project. Michelle has a master’s degree in
administrative license but has remained a teacher throughout her career.
Jacqueline
Jacqueline is in her sixth year of teaching. She has been teaching third grade for the past
five years at her current school. Jacqueline is bilingual, and her first language is Spanish. When
she was a child, Jacqueline remembered that it was difficult to be an English learner. She did not
see many teachers who looked like her or understood her experience, which is why she decided
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to become a teacher. Jacqueline is currently pursuing her master’s degree in culturally and
linguistically diverse education.
Grace
Grace knew very early on that she wanted a career working with kids. Grace has been
teaching for almost 20 years and has taught kindergarten through sixth grade. She is currently a
fourth-grade teacher, and this is her first year in a new school district. Grace shared that she felt
valued in her new position and that her time was much more respected than in previous places
where she worked.
Danielle
Danielle has been teaching for 21 years. She obtained her bachelor’s degree in sociology
and criminal justice, but after substituting teaching for a while, she decided to go back and obtain
her master’s degree in education. Danielle teaches social studies and government to high school
students. She indicated that she enjoyed PD when she could apply her love of criminal justice
and government to real-life issues, such as equity and diversity.
Alice
Alice taught Latin at a private school in northern Colorado before pursuing her teaching
degree. She taught special education for seven years and started her career in residential
treatment centers for youth, but she now teaches middle school. Alice described the excitement
and energy that come from working with her students.
Whitney
When Whitney was a child, she had her heart set on becoming a veterinarian until she
had a fourth-grade teacher who inspired her to become a teacher instead. Ironically, Whitney is
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now a fourth-grade teacher herself. Whitney’s school district has adopted a new language arts
curriculum, and Whitney has been part of the pilot program over the past several months.
Taylor
Taylor is in her eighth year of teaching high school algebra and calculus. She loves the
mix of rules and creativity that mathematics provides. She hopes to be a role model for young
women who are underrepresented in the fields of science and math. Taylor admitted that
teaching can sometimes be a very isolated profession, and she would love to see professional
development that involves close teams of professionals who can observe and give feedback and
engage in more in-depth planning conversations.
Paul
Paul has taken on many leadership roles during his 30-year teaching career. He also
coaches athletics and has sponsored the Colorado Youth Outdoors the National Honors Society.
Paul has been the social studies department chair at his high school for 20 ye ars. Paul described
teaching as a puzzle that he gets to try to put together, and he wants to support his students in
becoming the best versions of themselves.
Nora
Nora has taken so many professional development courses over the last 28 years that she
is as far as she can get on the district’s salary schedule. She originally obtained her bachelor’s
degree in psychology but decided she wanted a career working with kids and went back to get
her elementary teaching certificate and later her master’s degree in Literacy. Nora has taught
fourth and fifth graders her entire career.
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Logan
Before pursuing teaching, Logan was in the construction business in the western
mountains of Colorado. The schedule and personal demands of the business were not conducive
to the life Logan wanted to have, so he uprooted his family and went back to school. He earned a
master’s and teaching certificate in just 16 months. Logan loves what he does now and is in his
10 th year of teaching upper elementary students.
Heidi
Like many of the other participants, Heidi sees teaching as a calling, and she cannot
imagine ever doing anything else. She has been at the same school for the last seven years. In
college, Heidi majored in biochemistry at Colorado University (CU) in Boulder and was given
the opportunity to teach a science lesson to young students through one of her classes. It was an
experience that stuck with her and was the reason she decided to get her teaching certificate
along with her degree.
Scott
Scott was technically trained as a librarian before getting a job in the media center of the
school he is currently at. It was not long before he started teaching technology and shop classes,
and he was also part of the school’s career and technical education (CTE) initiative. He h as been
in a teaching role for seven years now. Scott’s school has spent the past two years focusing on
literacy strategies that can be used across all content areas.
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Table 3
Summary of participants
Pseudonyms
Years of
experience
Michelle
Jacqueline
Grace
Danielle
Alice
Whitney
Taylor
Paul
Nora
Logan
Heidi
Scott

25
6
20
21
16
6
8
30
28
10
7
10

Subject(s) taught Current Grade
level(s) taught

Identifying
gender

Art
Elementary
Elementary
Social Studies
Language Arts
Elementary
Mathematics
Social Studies
Elementary
Elementary
Science
Woodshop/Tech

Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male

6–8
3rd
4th
9–12
8th
4th
9–12
9–12
4th
5th
9–12
6–8

A Desire to Learn and Grow
Through analysis of the data, all teachers talked about the usefulness they see in
continuous growth and learning, despite having had quite a few negative experiences with
professional development in which they had to participate. In several cases, the teachers stated
their desire for ongoing improvement and increased instructional capabilities. The teachers stated
that they wanted to be better educators because they knew it was what was best for their students.
During her interview, Grace declared, “I enjoy learning new strategies and a new way…just to
make me a better educator for the kids and to make sure they (the students) are keeping up on
what they need…”
The teachers in this study described having been in schools where the culture was one of
learning, sharing, and collaborating and provided experiences that pushed them out of their
comfort zones. Even teachers who had a hard time recalling constructive professional
development experiences expressed their motivation to learn new things. Jacqueline remarked
“We need to continue learning new things in this profession. We can’t just keep doing things the
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way that we’ve been doing them forever…and I learn something new every year…”. Scott said,
“we can always improve our pedagogy”. During her interview, Taylor reflected on the
complexity around leaders providing time for teachers to do their jobs well and engaging them in
effective professional development. She noted that solely providing extra time for her to do her
own things would not make her a better educator, and that no matter what, she did not want to
“end up not growing.”
Nora had a unique perspective on how she wanted to approach personal growth. She felt
that if she had the autonomy and choice, she would develop a professional development for her
and her teammate that aligned with what they wanted to accomplish for the year. Paul, who was
the most veteran teacher that I interviewed, was currently in his 30 th year. He had this to say
about learning and growing: “My goal is to always pull one thing, even if it’s (the PD) bad,
what’s the one thing I can take from that and apply it? What can I go do? There has to be
something…”. Paul continued, “I want to try things. I’m trying to get better. My last year
teaching will be my best year teaching because I’ve improved each year.”
Knowing this information about the research participants assists in understanding the
teachers’ values, fervor for new knowledge, and commitment to continuous growth. Participants’
motivation to keep growing and learning subscribes to Knowles’ (1990) andragogy, in which he
professed that adults aspire to continue growing and developing, but that motivation is frequently
blocked by barriers such as time constraints, inaccessibility of resources or opportunities, and
programs that do not adhere to the principles of adult learning.
Theme 1: Make It Relevant
Throughout the interviews, the participants voiced their need for the provision of
professional development that is relevant to their content area and purposeful to them at that
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particular time in their classroom and career. According to adult learning theory, at the very
least, professional development facilitators must be able to justify the value of learning a
particular topic at that moment for the purpose of improving the effectiveness of the learners’
performance or the quality of their lives (Knowles, 1990). To this end, professional development
content and timing have to be compatible with what teachers believe they require for improved
growth and wellness.
Relevant Content
For the research participants, making professional development relevant meant providing
PD that was content-focused and job-embedded. The professional development needed to be
aligned with the topic and subject area they were currently teaching. Jacqueline described a
social studies curriculum adoption training workshop that she had to participate in this past
summer. Even though it was a lot of time and effort, she was “excited to have a social studies
curriculum resource” and went on to say that it was a relief not to have the pressure of creating
things on her own. She said she was able to implement the curriculum because it could be tied to
other curriculum units she was teaching. The curriculum was also available to students online,
which was necessary during the pandemic. Grace shared a recent PD experience that was also
content-focused. She had attended a series of training sessions on a new technique for teaching
fractions. This was Grace’s first year teaching fourth grade in her current school district, and she
was not very familiar with the math curriculum. Having additional professional development on
a topic that can be difficult for students and teachers was appreciated. Grace felt the professional
development was relevant at the time and that “it isn’t just ‘let’s attend because we have to have
PD this day’.” Grace said that the training gave her new insight into how to teach fractions and
new approaches to consider. Heidi teaches high school level science and professional
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development focused on that level of content is “really hard to find” and “rarely comes up”.
When she can attend professional development on the subject(s) she teaches, “it just sets a tone
that we’re going to dig really deep into (science) because we are all on the same page, we know
what we are talking about and that’s helpful.”
According to Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), professional development that has been
shown to have a positive impact on student achievement is focused on the subject matter that
teachers teach, as opposed to more generic PD topics that may or may not be aligned with school
priorities and contexts. Content-focused professional development also provides teachers with
the opportunity to study their students’ work or a particular element of pedagogy (DarlingHammond et al., 2017). Paul and Taylor talked about the benefits of being provided with
professional development in their content area by colleagues who also teach that specialty.
Taylor mentioned how valuable it is to learn math with the staff in her department, “…because
they’re the ones who know the content…that’s really nice.” Paul said, “…things work so much
differently in a math class, a science class, and an English class…” and he wanted to see more
opportunities to be taught by content experts.
In adult learning theory, Knowles (1990) described this need for relevancy and
application as “readiness to learn” and stressed the importance of learning opportunities to apply
to adults’ lives at a particular moment or to help them solve a real-life problem. Michelle
recalled how much she enjoyed the chance to attend PDs that were focused on her content area
of visual arts. She indicated that some of the most beneficial professional developments she has
ever participated in were the ones that came from her district’s visual arts department. Michelle,
Grace, and Heidi’s experiences depict the impact that the subject matter of professional
developments had on their ability to internalize new learning. In these examples, the participants
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were easily able to see the value of the professional developments they attended (some by choice
and some required) because they were specific to what they currently teach.
Alternatively, when describing a mandatory professional development Michelle had
attended earlier in the day, she was visibly disappointed because the topic did not feel relevant to
her. Her district’s call for restorative practices to take place in every school did not apply to the
art classes she teaches. She shared how she only has students for a short time each day and has
never seen a need to use a restorative approach. For Michelle and Scott, who teach visual arts
and technical courses, most of the professional developments they had attended were not in their
content area. Scott talked about a regular PD that took place in his building, during which he
often “tuned out” and did not “really pay attention because it isn’t relevant to me”. He
considered this professional development as putting his “seat time in or whatever I have to do”.
In self-determination theory, the process of active internalization and integration focuses on the
circumstances under which these two processes optimally proceed, or how contexts can interfere
and compromise them (Deci & Ryan, 2017). Deci and Ryan (1985) further explained that people
are inherently motivated to internalize learning, even if the topic is not interesting to them, if
they are able to see its importance. This explains why internalization of the content for Michelle
and Scott was possible, but integration of the learning will likely require more. To integrate the
new learning, it must become part of their core self and beliefs. Self-determination theory has
found that for both internalization and integration to happen, there must be a meaningful
rationale presented, acknowledgment of the recipients’ feelings toward the proposed learning,
and a level of autonomy in participating in the learning (Deci & Ryan, 2017). In Michelle and
Scott’s situations, having to attend professional developments that are rarely focused on their
unique subjects may present as a barrier to the internalization and integration of new concepts,
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because the rationale, consideration of their feelings of the professional development, and being
provided no choice in their attendance obstruct the development of those processes.
More than half of the teachers interviewed expressed concerns about the message sent to
teachers when professional developments are provided that do not clearly align with the content
they are expected to teach. Nora depicted this familiar scenario:
Our core PD now feels like you’re only putting this in because we’re supposed to be
doing PD on these days, and you don’t really have anything that you (the leader) want to
talk about, so we’re doing this. That’s what it feels like.
Danielle wanted administrators to “make it meaningful to my classroom and my actual teaching
practices…”.
Timing
When teachers shared what made professional development seemed relevant to them, the
concept of timing was brought up by 11 of the 12 participants. For the teachers, meaningful
timing meant consideration was given to the time of day or week the professional development
was being done, the PD placement in the calendar year, and what other priorities teachers might
be involved in during the presentation of new information in which they were expected to
engage.
While Taylor’s school has taken a more individualized approach to professional
development topics and content in recent years, she also explained that “a lot of times when PDs
come up, even if they are really good, I’m never thinking about that necessarily at the moment.
It’s like what do I need to get done this week?” Paul expressed his frustration with when
professional development is provided:
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Timing is terrible because they want to do it before school starts. Every teacher is freaked
out about their classroom. It’s not the time to do that. Or they d o it right before a grade
periods over, and the timing is just not very thoughtfully done.
Heidi echoed these feelings as well, indicating she had difficulty getting excited about something
new because of what was happening presently. She said, “a lot of times, we will have PD too
late.” She gave an example of a recent professional development that focused on the use of a new
learning management system in her district. The professional development was on “how to
organize Schoology… and I’m thinking…it’s a month into school. I’m not changing.” Heidi
admitted, “that is a better way… but I’m not changing it because my students have now learned
it this way…we should have probably had this meeting before school started.” Michelle shared
concerning a new initiative they had just started in her district related to upscaling efforts around
Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS). She had this to say, “that’s good work, but it is
February, so maybe next year?”
There were other initiatives in which timing played a role in teachers’ willingness or
ability to implement something new. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, participants discussed how
adopting new curricular programs or learning platforms this year was more difficult than usual
given the added pressure and stress. Jacqueline said, “…I was overwhelmed because this year
was probably not the best year to have to start implementing something new.” In Grace’s
fractions professional development, even though she was impressed with the training, she also
remarked, “…we learned all of this, and then we had winter break…it’s not really applicable six
weeks later.”
For many of the teachers, timing that was relevant also meant providing the hours
necessary for them to learn and implement new instructional practices. Danielle said, “…my
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biggest complaint about professional development is that you give us these things to think about
but then no time to implement…”. Another participant suggested allowing “teachers time to take
what was given to them and fold it into their classes.” Whether teachers were provided time to
plan for and practice their new skills affected their feelings toward implementation.
In describing her district’s introduction to something new, Whitney remarked, “if I can
take something and immediately turn it and make something work with it, then absolutely (I will
do it) …if it’s relevant to what I’m working on at the current time I’m probably going to be more
engaged.” Whitney went on to explain the excitement she felt after attending a professional
development she found constructive and said “now I can walk into my classroom tomorrow and
teach something, and feel like I’m making a difference and the kids are going to understand what
I’m trying to do…” Nora described the same type of practicality and immediate implementation
she wants to gain from professional development. During a summer course that Nora chose on
her own, she said, “it was very practical. I could learn a strategy and try it out easily…and it
went hand-in-hand with what we were trying to do in our school.” A majority of the participants
agreed that professional development was more pertinent to them when it could be applied
easily. Knowles (1990) pointed out that adult learners must have appropriate developmental
tasks with an immediate application that is problem-centered for them to see the full benefit of
something and asserted that “the best time to learn anything is when whatever is to be learned is
immediately useful to us” (p. 82).
When teachers encountered professional development that seemed to disregard content or
timing, they were left with the impression that the professional development was provided only
as an expected function of their job, and they had to participate because PD time has been built
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into their yearly school contracts. They struggled to see the purpose and congruence with their
role, and they described feeling that their time was not valued or respected.
Sustained Duration
In relation to self-determination theory’s process of internalization and integration, there
was another significant finding about professional development relevancy. Rather than aiming
their concerns around the actual time of day (morning or afternoon) or when in the calendar year,
the data revealed that new learning seemed significantly less relevant to teachers when the
professional development lacked what they perceive as being a worthwhile amount of time
devoted to the subject. For the participants, having PD topics constantly changing affected their
ability to see its importance and fully embrace it. Heidi described a professional development
initiative at her school that she was excited about, and then, “it never got talked about again.”
She further discussed how strategies that she sees as “really good” get brought up, but then if
everyone (her whole staff) is not on board right away, “it just goes away and it’s kind of stupid
that we’re even wasting our time one hour a month for it to never (go anywhere).”
For professional development to be relevant and meaningful, they wanted to see the
topics being discussed more than once or two times. Seven of the participants talked about
professional developments that lack sustained duration for any topic or strategy. Jacqueline
recalled, “It just seems like all the time we get through with one area and then it’s like here you
go, here’s something new you need to do.” Previous literature has found that for professional
development to be effective, it must be continuous and concentrated (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017). Paul said, “One of my frustrations is that I just don’t feel like we are committed to one
thing.” Participant’s responses revealed that they had a hard time finding applicability or purpose
in topics that were “one and done,” as Nora put it. Many of the teachers expressed frustration
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around the lack of longevity on any subject or strategy in the professional developments that they
must attend throughout the year. While spending a year or more focused on one PD initiative
alone does not guarantee that a professional development is more relevant, sustained duration of
a topic is often necessary to help teachers understand the why behind the new strategies or tool,
which is an essential component of adult learning theory and motivation. It also affords the
recipients time and space to consider the need for the new learning and possible integration,
which seems far less likely if teachers believe the topic will be gone by the next week. Scott said,
I don’t think we know what we’re doing for a whole year and that gets really tiresome for
me… we have too many initiatives that we’re working on…let me get good at one thing
and have some success, then you can introduce the next thing.
Professional developments that offer multiple opportunities for teachers to practice and
engage in learning on a single topic have a greater chance of transforming teaching practices and
student learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Teachers’ statements suggest that the
frequency with which initiatives come and go exacerbates the unfavorable reactions teachers
may have about attending mandatory professional development. The teacher participants also
expressed difficulty in seeing the reason behind a topic or initiative that was brought up
sporadically.
These examples also conform to self-determination theory, which proclaims that a
person’s feelings of effectiveness “nourish people’s selves,” whereas feelings of ineffectiveness
“threaten their feelings of agency and ability to take action” (Deci & Ryan, 2017, p. 95) . By
constantly changing the topics and substance of professional developments, teachers’ chances of
mastery or integration become very small because they do not feel competent enough in the new
learning to try something different.
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Competence is one of SDT basic psychological needs (autonomy, competence, and
relatedness), and so when one of these needs is neglected or blocked, defensive behaviors
increase (Deci & Ryan, 2017). Feelings of annoyance and frustration were evident in many of
the participant interviews. Alice had been in professional developments where she wondered,
“could this have been an email… or is what is being presented the best use of my time?” Scott
said that the professional developments presented to him each week, often by his administrator,
are not “worth my time… it’s kind of how I feel anymore, and I think most teachers feel that
way.” Another participant revealed, “I think there is a commonality that PDs a re typically not
very good.” Others describe using weekly or monthly professional development times as a
chance to get other, more pressing things done. Grace mentioned that there were professional
developments in the past where she “brought papers to grade because you knew it was going to
be boring”. Whitney said, “We get those PDs where we just sit there, and we’re doing other
things because it isn’t applying to me…”
Conversely, when the learning environment fosters adults’ basic psychological needs,
teachers are able to thrive. Taylor discussed why she self-selected a training that took place over
several days during the summer that was about creating videos for students, “I was drawn to it
because I thought ‘this is going to be so helpful for next year’. I knew I was going to need videos
in the fall. I knew kids would be online, and they would need extra resources.” Taylor’s
experience incorporated self-determination theory’s explanation of autonomy and adult learning
principles, motivation, and readiness to learn. She said, “I think everybody is realizing the power
of flexibility and just giving teachers, people options, and working with people, and building
schedules off what people need.” This example further illustrates Knowles’ (1990, p. 61) idea
that “adults are motivated to learn to the extent that they perceive that learning will help them
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perform tasks or deal with problems they confront in their life situations.” Similarly, Taylor felt
“drawn” to the professional development experience because she knew it would help her solve
the problem of engaging students in online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, which
made it even more pertinent to her job. The longevity and frequency of the sessions also allowed
Taylor multiple occasions to apply new skills. These results bring focus to professional
development content that is relatable to the work each teacher is presently doing in their
classroom at a time that allows them to fully engage and quickly apply their new learning.
Theme 2: Differentiate It
This next theme describes how all 12 participants appealed to having teacher professional
development that met their particular and individualized needs. The results revealed that
teachers’ prior experiences were rarely taken into consideration, and professional developments
most often took a “one-size-fits-all approach”. The literature on adult learning has emphasized
the usefulness of individualization for teacher learning and has urged PD facilitators to consider
the wide range of backgrounds, learning styles, motivations, needs, interests, and goals of any
group of adults (Knowles, 1990). Teachers who were part of this research shared that they
believed they were often at different levels of understanding and application of instructional
practices or new learning that was being presented. They looked to school and district
administrators to provide options for them that considered their previous and unique experiences.
In the past couple of years, Taylor’s school has changed its approach to teacher
professional development. Taylor said that leaders send out surveys to teachers at the end of the
school year, asking them about their individual needs for professional development for the
following year. School leaders use this information to create and guide the monthly professional
development plans. Taylor pointed out that her leaders also sent out different options for a single
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PD day that allowed staff the ability to rotate to different stations or training around the building,
“...it’s actually been really cool…it’s a good thing. We didn’t use to have that, and now it has
sort of shifted and it’s nice to see.”
Alice was appreciative when she talked about the professional development that has
taken place in her school in recent years: “I appreciate our buildings customized professional
development where we have a voice in what we’re going to be working on.” Alice’s school is
currently in “turn around” status with the Colorado Department of Education. She said that one
of the things that came from the schools’ efforts to improve their performance ratings was more
personalized professional development, where teachers have some say in what they are working
on. Under increased scrutiny, school staff and leaders had to reexamine how they previously
used their teacher PD time to develop and articulate clear goals and milestones for improving
student outcomes at the grade level, department, and whole staff level.
What happened in Taylor’s and Alice’s schools that made professional development feel
more applicable and unique to them was a shift, where teachers played a role in the planning and
implementation of the professional development. Other research findings have also advocated for
teachers to be active participants in professional development planning through collective
leadership practices (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). During the interview, Paul said, “Give
choices. Have a variety of classes that teachers can choose. Share your overall plan with
teachers—give them a say. Put the entire year’s plan together with teacher input, and then
execute it.” In adult learning theory, we know that people often feel more committed to a
decision or activity in direct proportion to their participation or influence on its planning and
decision-making (Knowles, 1990). On the flip side, this means that people tend to feel
uncommitted to any decision or activity they feel has been imposed on them without the
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opportunity for them to give input or influence it in any way (Knowles, 1990). Logan alluded to
some resentment in his interview when he recalled a professional development for a new
curriculum in which his whole school had to participate. After the initial training, they realized
that they needed to supplement with quite a bit of their own material. He said, “…but the school
really wanted to adopt (the curriculum) and make it work.” Logan used the words, “hard”,
“frustrating”, “discouraging”, and “terrible” to describe the situation. For Logan, differentiating
the professional development could have made the experience better. He continued, “…I really
wished they would have had grade level (instead of the whole school) …and I’m sure it would
have cost more money and more time, but I think it would have been so much more beneficial
for everyone…” This same concept of adults’ needs for self-direction and say in what they want
and need for their professional development is also articulated in self-determination theory and
people’s basic need for autonomy and competence in their lives. Deci and Ryan’s (2017)
research shows that there is a reduction in intrinsic motivation, creativity, cognitive growth, and
quality of engagement “in a context that fails to support autonomy” and allows for competenceenhancing feedback to be incorporated (p. 99).
There were very few examples of differentiated professional development from the
participants during the interviews. One participant described much of her recent professional
development that came from the district level as “…really uncustomized, non-differentiated…”.
She recounted topics that were being covered that seemed “cookie-cutter” and lacked variety and
adaptation. The teachers indicated the need for leaders to provide professional development
topics at different conceptual levels, such as beginner, intermediate, advanced. Michelle shared
this thought about her PD experiences: “I wish it could be more differentiated. People want more
choices geared toward them.”
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Many teachers described feelings of dissatisfaction with the lack of differentiation they
said they regularly encountered in compulsory professional development. Paul contended, “…I
notice the rhetoric around differentiating lessons…that teachers should be differentiating, but I
continue to go to staff development that doesn’t even show a hint of differenti ation.” He further
maintained his point: “A first-year teacher and a second-year teacher, and a 10 th-year teacher
need different things, and I just don’t think that’s ever honored or respected or thought of.”
In their interviews, Alice, Michelle, and Scott shared that they wanted to see professional
development that offered teachers a chance to show what they already knew before having to sit
through a certain topic. Grace reflected on a previous professional development, “…it was all
things that I already know. I remember thinking, ‘I’m already doing this stuff.” Danielle
described how she often felt like the same content was being presented, just with a new name,
but it did not seem to have anything new about it. She said, “…when you’ve been teaching for
enough years you start to see the same things just repeating…when it’s stuff like that, I feel like I
go in with a bad attitude”. In these examples, the professional development facilitators likely did
not take time to assess the gaps between the learners’ (teachers’) current level of development
compared to the target model. Not taking the time to gauge where the audience is (or where they
think they are) in their learning of the concept, the participants’ prior experiences are ignored.
According to andragogy, “the critical element in the assessment of gaps is the learners’ own
perception of the discrepancy between where they are now and where they want (need) to be”
(Knowles, 1990, p. 128). When facilitators neglect to recognize the experiences with which
teachers come into professional development, adult learning theory is disregarded, and the
chances of new learning and implementation seem futile.
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The hallmark of autonomy as it relates to SDT is the need to self-regulate one’s
experiences and actions (Deci & Ryan, 2017). Providing teachers with choice and autonomy
supports a sense of voluntariness and congruence with a person’s authentic interests and values.
Here are Michelle’s words:
“…For me, a lot of those PDs I’ve already had six times…and I feel lik e my time could
have been better spent if somebody could have sent out a survey…how many times have
you had this? Ok, we’re going to offer something else for you.”.
Others echoed this sentiment and talked about how nice it would be if their administrators would
give a pretest, similar to what is done for students, and offer training at different levels. Scott
said, “I’m a much bigger fan of letting me test out of things,” and Nora proclaimed, “…a teacher
with 20 years of experience is going to make different choices about what they want for PD.”
When acting with autonomy, adults are able to engage wholeheartedly more easily in an activity
(Deci & Ryan, 2017). By providing generic professional developments without taking the time to
gain more information about the audience and tailor learning pathways, the likelihood of teacher
transformation drastically decreases (Knowles, 1990).
Not surprisingly, half of the teachers interviewed expressed irritation toward the time
spent in professional development that felt “wasted”. Danielle, Paul, and Scott all admitted to
using their personal leave days to avoid sitting through professional development that they felt
would repeat information for them or at a level that did not suit their needs. Scott said, “We did
some of that (technology) stuff, and to be honest, I ditched most of it because it was so entrylevel that it’s not worth my time…I’ll take a personal day, thank you!” Danielle took a similar
approach to avoid sitting through professional developments, which she did not find beneficial:
“I used a lot of my sick days on PD days because I didn’t want to ‘sit and get’ for two and a half
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hours.” What we know about self-determination theory tells us that when individuals experience
environments or contexts that are overly controlling and thwart autonomy and choice, they are
more likely to become self-focused, amotivated, and antisocial (Deci & Ryan, 2017). The data
results exposed the teachers’ resolution for professional development to be differentiated and
allowed their prior experiences, background knowledge, and individual needs as they relate to
their classroom to be taken into account and included in the planning and implementation of
professional development.
Theme 3: People Matter
More than half of the research participants voiced a strong desire to learn from experts in
the field or from colleagues who have implemented and tried the new strategies themselves.
Results from the in-depth interviews revealed that the people who lead and facilitate professional
developments, and the freedom they provide for teachers to collaborate with peers were crucial
to their experience and decision to try new things. Teachers wanted to be able to discuss and
collaborate with peers to better understand how new learning could apply to their students and
classrooms.
Knowledgeable and Experienced Facilitators
In Michelle’s description of the visual arts professional developments she had attended in
the past, the fact that they were taught by local artists was a primary appeal. Eight of the 12
participants mentioned wanting to be taught by people whom they saw as experts in their field.
Scott had attended several advanced training sessions done by Google employees, and he
commented on how nice it was to have someone present “who can really impress you and stretch
your thinking.” Logan talked about how he appreciates a facilitator who can challenge him. Paul
insisted that “part of the problem (in teacher PD) is that we have people in those (PD facilitator)
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roles that aren’t master teachers or they taught for a very short time.” After 30 years of teaching,
Paul wanted professional development presenters who were still doing the work they were
teaching others to do and who knew what it is like to be in the classroom today. When he wanted
to take his team of HS social studies teachers to training in writing, he purposefully sought out
someone whom he saw as a credible source. He told me:
I knew the gal that did it. She was this grizzled veteran teacher from (a district wi th
similar demographics to his). She was fantastic. She differentiated and had us involved in
the process. We had to collaborate on things…I mean, you could tell she was a wonderful
instructor (by the way she presented the material).
Taylor attended a few different pieces of training led by her school’s technology teacher, whom
she regarded as someone skilled and educated in the teaching tools he was showing them. She
remarked about how she enjoyed the classes and how the facilitator engaged them in a variety of
ways. In Danielle’s district, everyone had to receive 45 hours of training in sheltered English
instruction. The initiative was led by her school’s English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher,
who Danielle accepted as competent and experienced. She relayed this about the instructor:
…It was the ESL teacher, and she was awesome…she was really good. Then she retired,
and I remember every year after that thinking these (trainings) are horrible compared to
hers. It was painful sitting there for two hours.
The professional development class that Nora had selected for the summer and enjoyed so much
was co-taught by an experienced fifth-grade teacher and an International Baccalaureate (IB)
coordinator. Nora said the teacher, “… had been teaching for a while, so she had some great
advice and then the IB coordinator had been working with K-5, so she had great ideas and was a
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great contact (to have).” The research participants appreciated that the facilitators or teachers
leading the professional developments had taught many of the strategies themselves.
Having professional development delivered by facilitators who can authentically share
their expertise about content and evidence-based practices has been found to contribute to
positive outcomes for teachers and students (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Logan attended
training on a brain-based learning system for educators. He talked about how knowledgeable and
passionate the trainers were and the excitement that he felt about being in the room with them.
Scott agreed that “…people who have really good, polished stuff, that’s worth going to.” When
Whitney had to attend several days of training for a new curriculum, the first two days were
facilitated by different people than days three and four. Whitney recalled that there was a drastic
difference in her feelings about days one and two compared to the latter. When I asked her what
she thought the difference was, she explained that the person who did the later training had their
“teacher hat on.” She told me how the first presenter came off as more of a salesperson and was
unable to relate to the teachers’ questions or needs. In that instance, Whitney described someone
who was only capable of wearing a “curriculum hat,” and it seemed obvious to the group that the
facilitator was not able to relate to the teachers in a way that they had expected. Professional
development facilitator’s ability to connect to their audience is imperative. Whitney’s words
exemplify the influence of relatedness as it pertains to self-determination theory. Deci and Ryan
(2017) explained that there is a difference between “behaviors intended to achieve relatedness
and those that actually satisfy” the basic psychological need, and that people must feel responded
to, respected, and important to others (p. 96). Whitney describes a situation in which the
professional development facilitator failed to authentically connect, and any attempts to show the
audience that their role as teachers mattered fell short.
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Furthermore, many of the participants gave specific examples of teachers serving as
professional development facilitators who were knowledgeable and could give good advice
because they had taught the content themselves. The literature suggests that professional
development taught by experts allows for scaffolding that can “support the effective
implementation of new curricula, tools, and approaches by educators” (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017, p. 13).
Knowledgeable and experienced facilitators were important to the participants. However,
many of the other teachers interviewed expressed being drawn to new learning through trusting
relationships based on mutual respect. In self-determination theory, relatedness is one of the
three basic psychological needs that people have to feel fulfilled and able to live their best life.
When Heidi attended classes at the university, she knew the professors, and she looked forward
to seeing and working with them every summer. Alice said that she generally self-selected
professional developments presented by a person she knew. Alice named a specific colleague
and said, “she is a phenomenal teacher.” Others talked about the significance of attending
professional developments, where the presenter was passionate about the topic and how it
percolated out to others in the room. Taylor knew a professional development facilitator who
taught math at another high school and described her as an exceptional educator. Taylor said that
she was eager to attend any professional development led by that particular teacher. Heidi told
me, “I take classes that I either already know the teacher or one of my colleagues has said ‘this
person is awesome’ …and then I’ll try to find whatever class that person is offering.”
Adults need to experience a sense of belonging and attachment to other people and have
meaningful interactions. In the case of teacher professional development, participants purposely
sought out classes in which they knew the people leading them were qualified, or they
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established positive rapport and connections. In self-determination theory, for adults to move
toward growth, they want to have others along whom they believe can positively motivate them.
This applies to the people who are teaching them and the people who are learning alongside
them.
Collaboration with Peers
The results of this study shed light on the importance of providing professional
development opportunities that allow teachers the chance to unify and cooperate with trusted
colleagues as part of new learning. Self-determination theory’s description of relatedness tells us
that behavior is determined within a social context and, fundamentally, the primary goal for
humans is to gain a sense of belonging and significance in the eyes of others. In their groups with
colleagues, many can experience interactions in which they respond with sensitivity, care, and
validation (Deci & Ryan, 2017). Research shows that when districts and schools create time and
productive working relationships between academic departments or grade levels, it results in
more consistency in instruction, increased problem-solving abilities, and a greater willingness to
share practices and try new strategies (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).
Most of the research participants in this study discussed the advantages of collaborating
with their peers as a key component of their learning and the implementation of new concepts.
Danielle relayed an experience in which she and the other members of her department engaged
in a series of professional development courses together. She recalled working alongside others
who had seen and heard the same information, which allowed them to engage in discussions and
create products together. Nora referred back to her summer course, which she could not say
enough good things about during her interview. She explained,
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We got to see the lessons that other teachers created, and we shared them on Schoology,
and so it was like, ‘Wow! This person’s really good and I could really use that in my own
classroom’, and so that collaboration was really good.
Scott’s school was developing a career and technical education program of their own. His team
had visited other schools and talked with several other teams who had built similar programs, but
he said what was the most impactful was, “when we decided we were going to make our own
plan, we went out as a group and hiked together and visited together…”. Scott believed that time
spent connecting outside the work setting was the turning point that allowed them to truly apply
what they had learned to create the program. Whitney had a recent PD where she was able to
collaborate with K–12 teachers from all over the state of Colorado through a series of online
trainings. She was grateful to hear from other educators at varying levels of implementation. She
noted that when they all came together and talked about how they were applying their learning, it
was something she looked forward to all week.
According to Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), collaborative approaches to professional
development are effective in promoting and sustaining change, and when teacher’s problemsolve and learn together, they positively contribute to student achievement. Several research
participants mentioned the positive influence that hearing different voices from colleagues
provided to them.
The literature on effective professional development elements and adult learning supports
these findings. Collective work in trusting environments creates a foundation for inquiry and
reflection into teachers’ practices, allowing them the space to take risks, problem-solve together,
and attend to real-world dilemmas that occur in their daily practice (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017). Whitney had this to say about her time spent listening and sharing with colleagues:
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“Getting to talk to other teachers in an open forum with no criticism, no judgment, just… ‘what
did you do and why?’…that made me so excited to complete the next activity.”
Knowles (1990) called for the importance of adult learning experiences to have ample
opportunities for forums and discussions, and further stressed the use of techniques that tap into
the diverse experiences of others, including group discussions or problem-solving activities done
with peers. The research has found these approaches to be far more effective than purely
transmittal techniques. During the interviews, when participants were asked, “If your leaders
were to ask you what you needed when it comes to training that you must participate in, what
would you say to them?” Michelle, Nora, Taylor, Logan, and Heidi all mentioned the importance
of collaborating with their peers. Michelle said, “I would say I would want to collaborate with
other people who teach my same content.” Taylor wanted to be “working with people” and be
able to ask others how they would incorporate the new learning. Nora explained that she had
always been the kind of teacher who wanted to work alongside others: “I learn so much from
other people”. Logan wanted more small groups and the chance to work with colleagues with
whom he might not otherwise get to come together, and Heidi said she looked forward to seeing
and working with other members.
Theme 4: Show Me and Let Me Do It Myself
The literature maintains that professional development must address how teachers learn
rather than simply what teachers learn (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). All 12 teachers
corroborated a need for modeling and hands-on activities in professional development in which
they were required to participate in or self-selected. The participants explained how they needed
to see a new strategy or technique modeled and applied in a real-life context and be provided the
opportunity to practice it themselves.
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Participants provided specific examples of times when modeling made a difference in
their ability to understand and apply a new concept. Nora offered her perspective on the
importance of this professional development feature when she said:
The PD I want is to have you explain to me the things that you expect me to know how to
do…you do not know what you’re supposed to do until someone shows you how to do it.
Just teach me. Show me how to do the things you are expecting.
Danielle could not make sense of why modeling did not occur more often in professional
development. To her, the most logical thing to do would be for facilitators to use modeling to
ensure that a concept is being taught the way it is intended for the classroom. She was
discouraged by how infrequently she encountered modeling in teacher professional development:
“I don’t know why in PD you don’t model what you want teachers to do at all?”
Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) found that teachers are more likely to initiate different
classroom practices when they are modeled for them in teacher professional development
settings. Curricular models and models of instruction that provide a clear vision of what best
practices should look like within the classroom setting are powerful tools from the participants’
perspectives. Taylor felt modeling was helpful and was a critical element for determining
whether she would implement a new strategy “…if they could model it for us
somehow…literally come into my classroom and do the (strategy) with the kids. That for me
would be the next step that would help take PD to the next level…”. Accord ing to adult learning
theory, exposure to models of superior performance can be a way to induce readiness. In other
words, when teachers see a better way to do something, they are more ready to try it themselves.
This is similar to self-determination theory’s process of internalization, which examines the
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extent to which people take in practices from their social groups, transform them into their own,
and then execute them independently by their own volition (Deci & Ryan, 2017).
Having strategies modeled for them was important to the participants, and so was being
able to try out the new techniques or strategies themselves. When Alice described a professional
development initiative she was required to participate in as a new teacher to the district, she said
that the approach the facilitators took had a positive impact on her impression of the professional
development. Alice explained how the presenters modeled the strategies and then walked them
through step-by-step. The presenters allowed the participants to practice what they had learned,
“…they would teach it, model the lesson…and we would practice and role play.”
Real or simulated experiences are also potent tools for raising awareness of why or how
new learning can improve educators’ classrooms and lives. In one of Taylor’s professional
developments, the instructor “gave a mini-lecture on how to use (the technology tool) …and then
she gave us time to create our own.” Knowles (1990) provided an example of a course he took in
college simply for the credits he needed. In that instance, he saw little value in the class, but
Knowles went on to say that had he been shown how he was supposed to do what was being
taught, he would have learned much more.
For Michelle, “having real-life examples” from her peers on how they used the MTSS
process to help individual students was very effective. Nora also emphasized the benefits of
seeing other people model the application of skills during professional development: “I learn best
by looking at and working with another person or looking at someone else’s work…I learn so
much from other people…”. Providing teachers, a chance to visualize how lesson delivery
should look and sound assists them in having a clear vision of what they are working to achieve
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in their classroom. These types of activities also allow educators to engage in a type of “sensemaking,” which Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) refer to as active learning.
Heidi related the significance of active learning for her students as well: “It is the same as
in our classrooms. Anything that’s hands-on and makes us feel or have an emotional
reaction…that’s much more helpful and it applies to everyone, including teache rs…” Jacqueline
reported, “I think I’m very much a hands-on learner…I learn it when I start doing it myself”.
During her interview, Alice mentioned, “I’ve told multiple leaders, I’m like a monkey, show me
first, then let me experience it…” Nora was skeptical at the beginning of a professional
development in which the facilitators told the participants they would need to create a product as
part of the class expectations. She struggled to see how she was going to use the information, but
once she applied it, she found that “in the end it was really good”.
These statements embody the importance of hands-on activities and also subscribe to
self-determination theory by allowing participants to stretch their competencies by doing the
activities themselves or with others. Even in instances where participation in professional
development was driven by external reinforcers, the teachers in this study reported gaining
enhanced feelings of competency, which internally motivated them to pursue other endeavors
based on prior successes with the products they created. Danielle was one of the participants who
talked about a time when she and her colleagues were able to build assignments as part of the
class. She remarked, “they (PD facilitators) should always let you create something…if you’re
going to teach me something then allow me to do it, so I have something to walk away with.”
Knowles (1990) agreed that adult learning should be a process of active inquiry, not a passive
reception of content.
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Allowing participants to engage in hands-on learning can take many different forms.
Taylor signed up for professional development that was designed to be completed independently.
She said that the class had a few check-in points, but the majority of the learning was through
videos and tutorials that the PD facilitator had created. Participants were expected to create their
own videos that they were going to use in the fall to teach their students. Each module of the
class allowed Taylor to move through at a comfortable pace. She felt that the hours she was
spending were useful. The professional development called for her to read articles, watch the
concepts being used and modeled, practice using the technique, and apply it in her lessons. This
approach to professional development allowed for a great deal of self-directed learning,
autonomy, enhanced learner self-concept, and feelings of competence.
For Heidi, one of the things that excited her most about her summer classes was how the
professors “taught by example”. She described how teachers “…get in there and sit as a student
and do the (science) lab” while the professors model the lesson. She described it as “the coolest
experience” and talked about how those types of PDs are the gold standard when it comes to her
professional learning. In agreement with Heidi, Paul wanted to see how the “craftsmen” or other
content experts in his subject area of social studies apply new concepts. Many of the participants
said they were inclined to implement something that was modeled by people in th eir same
content area so that they could see exactly what it looked like before trying it themselves.
Being able to visualize the end products or intended outcomes of something unfamiliar
and walk away with a product were critical characteristics of professional development for the
study participants. These types of activities also met the internal and psychological needs that the
literature says adults and adult learners must experience for a deeper level of accomplishment
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and heightened probability of changes to instructional practice that will benefit the students in
their classrooms.
Chapter Summary
The chapter began by briefly describing each of the 12 teachers who volunteered to be
interviewed as part of this research. An emphasis on the teachers’ penchant for learning was
presented as a generalized position that did not waiver whether professional development was
mandatory or by participant choice. The chapter’s findings included four major themes that
emerged from the analysis of the interviews and revealed the participants’ answers to the
questions posed in this instrumental case study:
Q1

What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development mandated as part of a
district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

Q2

What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?

The conceptual frameworks used to guide this study took an interpretive lens in which the
researcher sought to understand reality as it was for the teachers. Each theme revealed
connections to the literature regarding Knowles’ (1990) adult learning theory, Deci and Ryan’s
(1985) self-determination theory, and effective professional development elements as
summarized by Darling-Hammond et al. (2017).
Theme 1 discussed the importance of making professional development relevant and
affirmed what previous literature had found in that adults will invest time and energy in learning
something in which they can see the benefits, how it applies to their lives in the present, and
believe it will help them solve problems they encounter. Theme 2 contended that the teachers in
this study wanted professional development to be differentiated and treated as intelligent adults
who were capable of making decisions and choices for themselves. When their prior experiences
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and knowledge were not valued, it caused resistance and cynicism. In theme 3, teachers wanted
to be able to be shown how something can be done more effectively by people whom they
viewed as credible and trustworthy. They also wanted to collaborate with colleagues and peers
who taught similar subjects and grade levels that they did. The final theme derived from the
teachers’ words was their desire to have professional development that provided models and
clear expectations and outcomes, allowed them to wrestle with the learning themselves, and walk
away with a product. Chapter 5 will explore the implications for policy, practice, and
recommendations for further research as it relates to these research questions and results.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Introduction
The purpose of this instrumental case study was to gain insight from teachers who were
required to participate in professional development as part of a district-level initiative and
discover what they believed they needed from those experiences to improve their instructional
practices and, therefore, student outcomes.
To fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:
Q1

What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development mandated as part of a
district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

Q2

What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?

The results of this study consisted of the following four themes and corresponding
subthemes: theme 1, make it relevant (relevant content, timing, and sustained duration); theme 2,
differentiate it; theme 3, people matter (knowledgeable and experienced facilitators and
collaboration with peers), and theme 4, show me and let me do it myself. This chapter presents a
summary of the research and important developments drawn from the data as they relate to the
literature. The chapter concludes with implications for policy, practice, and recommendations for
further research.
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Discussion of the Findings
Much of the previous research on teacher professional development has been done using
quantitative approaches to determine the effectiveness of certain professional development
elements, strategies, or curricular programs. Studies that focus on what teachers say and feel
about professional development, which they are obligated to attend, are few and have often been
done outside of the US. The present research contributes to the literature on mandatory teacher
professional development by incorporating the voices, perspectives, and experiences of 12 public
school teachers. This study included teachers who had all remained in the profession beyond
their novice years and had a range of backgrounds, expertise, and lengths of time in a classroom
position.
The findings revealed that many of the teachers in this study had unfavorable perceptions
of professional development that is mandatory. Respondents shared barriers they faced in
realizing and implementing the required professional development and described the essential
features, forethought, and planning they want to be embedded in their schoo ls and districts.
Theme 1: make it relevant had three subthemes that emerged. The first subtheme, relevant
content, explains how professional development on subject matter that is not part of their
identified curriculum or state standards feels insignificant. Jacqueline said that she was able to
implement strategies and resources aligned with a new curriculum because it was on the topic of
social studies. Since her district did not currently have a curriculum for social studies, she was
grateful to learn more about it and to have materials to help her teach it. Other participants felt
that attending professional development specific to content areas allowed them to focus more
deeply on learning and apply it more quickly to their lessons. In this subtheme, te achers called
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for professional development that centered on subject matter that was useful to their classrooms
and students.
The second subtheme concerned the timing of professional development. Teachers
wanted to have professional development provided during times that were thoughtfully planned
within the scope of everything else that took place throughout the school year. Some examples
participants gave of professional development that were ill-timed included a math PD on
fractions that was done before a long break. This made it hard for the teacher to recall the
strategies she had learned due to the amount of time that had elapsed since the learning. Another
example of timing that was not beneficial was the introduction of a new curriculum during the
height of the COVID-19 pandemic, when many teachers were struggling to reinvent their
classrooms. Teachers wanted to see professional development provided when they believed they
could put forth the appropriate amount of energy and attention required for new learning. They
also wanted PD that allowed them to implement fresh ideas and strategies quickly and
effectively. Making professional development relevant to the study participants meant that the
timing of professional development was purposeful and applicable.
The final subtheme emerged in make it relevant, which unveiled the importance of
sustained duration for professional development topics and strategies. This study found that
relevancy for the participants meant maintaining a focus on a limited number of topics
throughout each year. The teachers in this case study described numerous experiences with
professional development activities they had to participate in at their schools that were far less
than the minimum expectation of 14 hours. The teacher respondents further shared that the lack
of duration on topics or strategies interfered with their ability to see why learning was necessary
and hindered their willingness to carry out any novel ideas or concepts in their classrooms.
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Teachers in this study saw relevancy and significance in new learning when their leaders made a
point of coming back to the topic over and over again. If it felt like it was something that was a
one-time presentation, they perceived that it was not consequential or important enough to
remember, and therefore irrelevant.
The key findings in theme 1 of this case study demonstrate connections to previous
research and theory. The literature on adult learning theory suggests that as people mature and
grow from child to adult, their psychological need and “capacity to be self-directing, to utilize
their experience in learning, to identify their readiness to learn, an d to organize their learning
around life problems” increases rapidly (Knowles, 1990, p. 55). The degree to which adult
learners are afforded adequate significance and relevance of PD content directly affects their
engagement and readiness to learn (Knowles, 1990). When adults see the benefits and need for
new learning, they can participate more genuinely. This level of acceptance accelerates their
motivation, flexibility, and rate of learning (Knowles, 1990). They must also believe that the
topic is worthy and of enough importance that it will not be discarded after one or two
presentations. Teacher participants in this instrumental case study wanted their leaders and
professional development facilitators to design professional development that applied to the
content they teach so they could easily find themselves participating with the materials. At a
foundational level, the study participants needed to see why the way they were currently teaching
the content was not good enough or needed to be explored further through professional
development. This type of thinking and need from these adults is directly related to what
Knowles (1990) explained as a person’s need to know. When they could see the benefits, they
were more likely to engage. When the new learning was being addressed within the scope of the
year, it was also important for relevancy. The study participants were less inclined to see a
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professional development topic as worthwhile if it was being introduced at the very end of the
school year, which speaks to their readiness to learn. Further, topics that changed on a weekly or
monthly basis left some study participants feeling apathetic toward PD because they were not
able to accept or see the reasons why the learning was required if it was only going to be
discussed for a limited duration.
Based on the results of this study, it may be possible for obligatory professional
development to be internalized and taken back to teacher’s classrooms if teachers can experience
PD that increases their feelings of what SDT describes as competence by presenting content that
educators plan for and teach every day, during a time which allows for processing, and repeated
practice through sustained duration of the topic. Self-determination theory explains that people’s
lack of motivation could be because of their own disinterest, but it can also be because of an
absence of competence. Providing original learning on subject matter which a teacher already
has prior knowledge of, and then allowing time for repeated practice, discussion, and application
over extended periods increase individuals’ capacity to interact effectively within a safe
environment because they were provided direct support to meet the new challenge and be
successful, thus growing their feelings of competence. A similar term used for this process in
education is teacher efficacy. Understanding teachers’ feelings of competency and efficacy is
important to theme 1 because without these considerations, professional development facilitators
are likely to encounter many obstacles in their attempts to change teacher practice and boost
student outcomes. Familiar content and time were crucial pieces of relevant professional
development for the participants in this study. If mandatory professional development did not
feel relevant, it was unlikely to be internalized or build feelings of competency with the
participants, necessary processes for improved teacher instruction. Heidi’s comment summarizes
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many of the participants’ experiences: “It just goes away and it’s kind of stupid that we’re even
wasting our time one hour a month for it to never (go anywhere).”
Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) found that the majority of PD consist of short-term
conferences or workshops. While the volume and frequency of US teachers participating in
workshops and short-term professional development is similar to that of other nations, the US is
far behind in providing extended learning opportunities. Studies in which participants were
engaged in only five to 14 hours of learning have found no statistically significant effects on
student achievement (Yoon et al., 2007). Given the teacher participants’ perceptions of these
types of temporary or short-lived initiatives, this information is unsurprising. The findings of this
study revealed that teacher’s readiness to learn, need to know, orientation to learning, and
motivation under controlled circumstances can be successfully navigated by designing
professional development that is suitable in its purpose, timing, and continuity.
In theme 2: differentiate it, teachers wanted to see the same type of customization
provided for adults as they are expected to do for their students. Surveying teachers ahead of
time to understand their experiences, offering novice and expert level PD separately, and
allowing teachers to have some choice in the professional development they attend were the
types of conditions the teacher participants in this study advocated for. Theme 2 revealed that
teachers longed for professional development that considered their prior experiences and had
some opportunity for selection. Teachers wanted to be able to provide input on professional
development topics that met their varying needs. Adult learning theory recognizes these demands
and calls for PD that gears the presentation of resources to levels of experience (Knowles, 1990).
This helps ensure that the learning process is related to and makes use of the experience of its
audience (Knowles, 1990). Paul said, “Give choices. Have a variety of classes that teachers can
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choose,” and many of the other participants concurred. Taylor’s zeal for her school’s
professional development approach, which allowed them to choose stations to attend throughout
the building, is what many participants felt was lacking from their regular encounters with
mandatory professional development.
At the heart of teachers’ yearning for differentiation is their need for autonomy.
According to self-determination theory, autonomy is the vehicle through which other basic
psychological needs are actualized (Deci & Ryan, 2017). Deci & Ryan (1985) explained that
optimal conditions for satisfying a person’s basic needs involve activities that are both voluntary
and well suited to stretching that person’s individual abilities. If professional development is part
of teachers’ regular job expectations, providing choices and differentiating the types of
information and activities being planned and presented help ensure that learning is gained as a
result. Providing autonomy plays a crucial role in valuing an activity, its outcomes, and
behaviors (even through controlled circumstances). An understanding of the literature is
significant as it presents the potential disruptions in internalization and integration in
environments that are excessively controlling (Deci & Ryan, 2017).
Another essential finding from this study was that the people who taught or facilitated
professional developments made a difference in the teachers’ willingness to fully engage, and the
study participants wanted frequent chances to collaborate with colleagues. The people with
whom the participants connected (or did not connect) made an impact on their overall impression
of a PDs effectiveness. Theme 3: people matter, revealed that teachers in this study wanted to be
taught by experts in the field and someone who had used the strategies or resources they were
presenting. Many of the participants discussed the importance of talking through new learning
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and hearing from other teachers to help them gain fresh perspectives or actualize new
approaches.
The literature derived from adult learning theories recognizes that as adults mature, they
move from being dependent on others, to more self-direction (Knowles, 1990). This idea of
learner’s self-concept provides guidelines for a facilitator of learning when working with
teachers or adult professionals. It characterizes effective facilitators as someone who sets the
initial mood or climate of the group or class. If a professional development facilitator can
communicate trust and create safe spaces where adult learners can grapple with difficult or
conflicting ideas, they can permit individuals a sense of freedom (Knowles, 1990). An example
of a facilitator who likely understood an adult learner’s self-concept was the woman that
Danielle described in her interview who originally led their EL training at her school. Danielle
said the EL teacher was “awesome” and “really, really good” at what she did. After the woman
retired, the same topic and content were continued, but with a different instructor. After that,
Danielle recalled, “These (trainings) are horrible” compared to the ones the previous teacher had
done. Whitney’s experience where she describes the facilitator who had their “teacher hat on” is
another example of the impact that good professional development designers can have on teacher
impressions and outcomes of professional development. Whitney said, “I actually walked away
from that one knowing what I could do in my classroom…we could ask our questions…versus
them just telling us…that made a difference for me”. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) found that
experts, typically educators themselves, often play an essential role in effective professional
development by sharing their prowess in content- and evidence-based practices. They also
support the more effective implementation of new curricula, tools, and approaches.
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Self-determination theory’s explanation of relatedness also provides insight into why
teachers may be more prone to attending and implementing new learning when they view the
professional development facilitator as a credible source. Relatedness in SDT explains that
because of people’s need to feel connected, they take interest in what others believe and do, and
expect of them. This helps ensure their acceptance and involvement (Deci & Ryan, 2017). By
choosing to attend professional developments that were led by people they knew, or teachers
who taught the same grade or subject matter, the participants in this study were seeking to
establish a relationship in which they could feel accepted for who they are based on
commonalities or shared positions. In this study, Taylor mentioned her eagerness to attend any
professional development that was led by a colleague who was also a high school math teacher at
another school in the district. Heidi said, “I take classes that I either already know the teacher or
one of my colleagues has said, ‘this person is awesome’…and then I’ll find whatever class that
person is offering.”
The results of this study showed that the teachers’ need for relatedness, as explained by
self-determination theory, likely played a role in their hankering for peer collaboration. To
improve their practices, people must feel personally acknowledged and affirmed for their actions,
and by working with colleagues with whom they have already established positive relationships
or commonalities, the likelihood of this psychological need being met is elevated (Deci & Ryan,
2017). Peers with similar positions and experiences can provide validation to colleagues about
the struggles they might face and offer encouragement or novel interpretations of the content.
This likely explains why Taylor said she wanted to be “working with people,” and Michelle
exclaimed, “… I would want to collaborate with other people who teach my same content.” The
literature on effective professional development elements has found that teachers can create a
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collective force from improved instruction and serve as support for one another in their practice.
Collective work that is done in trusting environments allows teachers to take more risks, solve
problems they may have perceived as too difficult on their own, and attend to dilemmas within
their practice (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Whitney’s statements also support this element of
effective professional development when she discussed the PD she took on creating centers in
the classroom that included K–12 educators from across Colorado. She said, “Getting to talk to
other teachers in an open forum with no criticism, no judgment, just… ‘what did you do and
why?’…that made me so excited to complete the next activity.”
Lastly, theme 4: show me and let me do it myself, revealed that teachers in this study
wanted to be actively involved in the professional development they attend. The participants
wanted the professional development facilitators to allow them to see and practice original
concepts or methods. They wanted an explicit outcome and something they could visualize.
Many of the participants acknowledged the growth that comes as a result of having to struggle
and find their way through a new task. Professional development that utilizes models of effective
practices, curricular, or instructional models help “teachers have a vision of practice on which
they can anchor their own learning and growth” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017, p. 21). Teachers
in this study voiced their desire to be shown exactly what it was that the PD facilitators or leaders
were looking for. Study participants wanted to see demonstrations of lessons, videos of teaching,
observations of peers, and curriculum materials that had sample lessons. Nora and Alice were
outspoken about their desire for modeling. Nora said, “Just teach me. Show me how to do the
things you are expecting,” and Alice jokingly mentioned, “I’m like a monkey, show me first…”
For Taylor, having someone come into her classroom and model a new strategy was the missing
link that would allow her to fully implement a new concept. Results from a study by Heller et al.
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(2012) supported the notion that students of teachers who participated in professional
development that employed modeling strategies had significantly greater learning gains and the
teachers were still able to maintain the effects a year later.
Being shown what new learning should look like was one critical element of the findings
in theme 4. Active learning was also established as a main feature determiner o f the teachers’
commitment to new information or practices. In his 1990 edition of The Adult Learner, Knowles
referred back to Carl R. Roger’s viewpoints about adult learning in that learning must be studentcentered and claimed that “we cannot teach another person directly; we can only facilitate his
learning” (p. 41). Knowles (1990) also disclosed that the richest resources for learning reside the
actual learners themselves, which is why there must be a greater emphasis on experiential
techniques for adults. Group discussions, peer-helping activities, and inquiry-based learning are
vital to implementation of high-quality professional development. One of the adult learning
theory conditions for learning instructs that professional development facilitators must help
teacher learners organize themselves into groups or teams to share responsibility in the process
of mutual inquiry. They also help students exploit their learning through techniques such as
discussion and role-playing (Knowles, 1990). Interaction is described as a chief principle in adult
learning theory. It favors equal participation and direction to both the facilitator and the student.
Heidi’s participation in the PDs at her university, which involves going through science lab
experiments as a student, is just one example of this study’s participants’ enthusiasm and
engagement in active learning processes.
Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) affirmed the importance of active learning exercises in
professional development. Active learning moves away from traditional learning models that are
generally lecture-based and engages adults directly in the practices they are learning in
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connection with their classrooms and students (p. 7). Active learning opp ortunities provide
teachers with the necessary experiences to transform their teaching and not simply layer new
strategies on top of the old (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). These activities also help
participants clearly define learning objectives and outcomes by providing adequate guidance for
actions that must be taken to increase goal attainment. When they must practice what they have
been shown and walk away with a product or simulated experience, teachers are provided with
more sufficiently detailed impressions of the intended outcomes (Knowles, 1990). In keeping
with SDT, humans have a strong intrinsic need to experience feelings of efficacy and
competence. Therefore, when given opportunities to try things for themselves in safe, nurturing
environments with peers, adults are more likely to gain feelings of competence , which extends
their capacities and functioning (Deci & Ryan, 2017).
Overall, exploring teachers’ perceptions of mandatory professional development
provided insight into the characteristics and internal and external forces that influence their
professional growth and practices. While components of adult learning theory, self-determination
theory, and effective professional development elements align with what the research
participants had to say, there are certain concepts from the literature that hold higher levels of
importance for those interviewed. Knowles’ (1990) description of adult learners’ orientation to
learning and readiness to learn were evident when the teachers in this study discussed their
commitment to learn about topics they believed would help them be better teachers for their
students at that particular time. While autonomy was an important issue that came up frequently,
there were also design features of professional development such as collaboration, modeling, and
active learning, that allowed participants to authentically immerse themselves in the learning,
even if the professional development was not of their own volition. Self-determination theory’s
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psychological needs related to competency and relatedness were more deeply rooted within the
participants’ responses. They wanted opportunities to improve their proficiency, and they wanted
support and connection with others to be an integral part of that process.
In the teaching profession, there is an understanding and acceptance of professional
development as a regular expectation of the job. In Colorado, teachers must currently attend a
minimum of 90 hours of PD time every five years to renew and continue their licensure. This
requirement of and by itself means that professional development is no longer about choice and
is controlled, rather than an intrinsic or autonomous motivation. Teachers in this study have
become so accustomed to attending obligatory professional development with so few
opportunities for input or experiences that regularly incorporate highly effective PD elements
that they may have relinquished hopes or demands for better experiences and calls for systemic
change. In jest, one participant asked, “Isn’t all PD required?” During the interview, Michelle
reflected on the three-hour professional development she had sat through earlier that day. She
talked about how good the visual arts trainings were and those were the best ones to attend, but
she had missed it because of the mandatory professional development at her school. In response
to a question about whether attending the visual arts department professional development
instead might have been an option, Michelle said, “…had I talked to her (the principal) maybe
she would have been fine with it…I just assumed because she said, ‘everybody must attend our
three-hour PD on Friday’.”
The teacher professional development environment described by this study’s participants
appears to be one of concession and compliance. Leaders who are serious about teacher
professional development as a mechanism for improved instruction and student outcomes should
review the fundamental practices taking place in schools and districts across the US to better
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determine the degree to which teacher agency, professional identities, and independence are
examined and incorporated into annual professional development plans. There should be systems
and processes in place that require more than a series of checkboxes for administrators and
teachers that prove, “yes, these things are being done”; instead, there is a need for a closer level
of accountability that is paired with appropriate coaching, reflection, feedback, and support for
those who choose to lead and facilitate teacher professional development on a regular basis.
Implications for Policy
It is no surprise that nations that consistently outperform the US on international student
assessments invest heavily in teacher PD and build time into teacher work hours for ongoing
development and collaboration (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). According to CDE, in 2019–
2020, school districts in Colorado spent an average of 8.5 days total for the year providing
teacher professional development. While the number of annual student attendance days ranges
from 160–175. This aligns with what Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) found in that about 80% of
teacher’s time in the US is spent engaged in classroom instruction. Comparably, in other nations,
such as Finland or Singapore, whose student test scores consistently surpass the US, about 60%
of teachers’ time is spent instructing students, while the rest is used for planning and engaging in
teacher learning. It is clear that in the US, the amount of time teachers are given to engage in
professional development is limited. This makes the demand for high-quality professional
development that considers the results from this study even more essential. If time is limited, it
should be used aptly.
Policies should be in place at local, state, and national levels that employ expectations for
professional development implementor’s and facilitators to incorporate adult learning theory and
elements of effective PD. Further, policymakers should consider the number of student contact
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days and time provided in teachers contracts to support professional development planning that
is relevant and differentiated rather than rushed and often disconnected. Teachers need more full
days devoted to professional development during the school year where they can focus solely on
their own learning, have time to collaborate with colleagues, plan for, and practice their new
learning without the distractions that inevitably occur when students are in the building. By
devoting a whole day to professional development, educators are able to aim their full attention
at new learning and less likely to be interrupted and distracted. Original or unfamiliar ideas and
strategies take time to grasp, and the results of this study revealed that teachers wanted to have
time devoted to learning that equated the significance of the new initiative.
Complicating the already limited time built into teacher schedules for their own learning
are several initiatives that have come from the state level in recent years, leaving many districts
and schools to determine how they will help make sure teachers meet the conditions on time.
While the amount of time teachers are provided and compensated for should be reexamined, time
alone is likely not enough. Policies must exist that assist districts and schools in producing the
kinds of PD that have merit for teachers. The findings from this study provide a clear path
toward the direct needs of 12 teachers who face mandatory initiatives on a constant basis. Their
aspirations for professional development are attainable but policies would need to focus on
qualifications and training of those who are professional development implementors and
facilitators. In Colorado, anyone can develop and provide professional development courses for
teachers without any required training or background on high-quality PD planning and
implementation. Many rubrics and resources exist to assist leaders and facilitators in developing
more robust PD, but policies with consistent processes and assurances these materials are used
do not exist.
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The results demonstrate that teacher voice and choice are a necessity for potent teacher
professional development. States should look at employing cohesive, overlapping systems that
link teacher professional development needs and equitable access to high -quality professional
development experiences (Darling-Hammond, 2017). Policies that authentically engage
educators both locally and at the state level are crucial to improving teacher professional
development. Local professional development committees and mechanisms for the mutual
planning of teacher PD with teachers and leaders must be more commonplace. Mechanisms for
mutual planning must be treated in good faith, with clear roles and responsibilities and real
influence on decision-making (Knowles, 1990). Perhaps Paul said this best when he was asked,
“What do you want leaders to know…?”, to which he responded, “Have a plan. Let teachers in
on it (the plan). Put the entire year’s plan together with teacher input and then execute it.”
Statewide policies should support districts’ and school committees’ oversight of
professional development at local levels and include monitoring efforts such as teacher surveys
that gauge teacher satisfaction with their PD experiences and make explicit links to the types of
professional development shown to positively change teacher practice and student learning
experiences (Darling-Hammond, 2017). Colorado recently began conducting a biennial teaching
conditions survey that asks teachers about the quality of their PD opportunities. However, the
survey is optional, and whether the data are used to further examine professional development
practices is left to local districts. Without more direct support for data use and systems
development, many of these practices intended to build infrastructure simply become an exercise
in box-checking. Nora and other study participants felt that professional development was being
done for the sole purpose of being able to say that they did it. She said,
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Our core PD now feels like you’re only putting this in because we’re supposed to be
doing PD on these days, and you don’t really have anything that you (the leader) want to
talk about, so we’re doing this. That’s what it feels like.
Ultimately, all national, state, and local policies on teacher professional development
must include coherent, articulated visions and standards for professional development.
Superintendents and school district leaders should have knowledge of adult learning theory,
motivation, and the elements of effective professional development. There should be
accountability for teacher input on planning and development, and teacher feedback and student
learning as a regular part of quality assurance and monitoring. For professional development to
have a positive impact on a wide scale, it has to be embedded within a comprehensive system of
learning and improvement that recognizes teachers’ individual experiences and needs at the time
of the initiative, provides opportunities for autonomy and choice, and incorporates activities that
allow them to learn from experts in their field alongside peers. District leaders need to see the
value in creating and sustaining professional development processes in which teacher knowledge
and expertise are truly valued and utilized. What we know from research is that mandating
learning does little to guarantee change. Providing any professional development (short-term or
sustained) that does not include essential features is unlikely to make a difference in educat ors’
instructional practices (Darling-Hammond, 2017; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; DarlingHammond et al., 2017; Yoon et al., 2007). The findings from this study exposed PD that rarely
incorporated effective elements of teacher professional development. This study’s participants
craved opportunities for collaboration, modeling, and active learning.
Stability of resources, infrastructure building for organizations that facilitate professional
development, capacity building for district and school leaders, accountability, and effective
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monitoring are starting places for policymakers. While policy is a starting place, substantive
district and school practices should be where the results of this study materialize.
Implications for Practice
Having systems that allow leaders and teachers to work together on PD development and
planning in safe, trusting environments cannot be undervalued. Seashore Louis et al. (2010)
found that principals and district leaders have the most influence on decisions in all schools and
impact student achievement through their influence on teachers’ motivation and working
conditions. District and school leaders should extend significant decisional influence on teachers
as part of their regular policy and practice (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). Teachers in this study
had strong opinions about when professional development should take place, how much time
should be spent on the topic, and which topics are compatible with their needs. Professional
development planning without teacher input would seem remiss.
In addition to providing more full day professional development experiences for teachers,
school environments should also offer job-embedded time to plan and work collaboratively with
others and enable teachers to share their expertise in a variety of ways (Darling-Hammond,
2017). This can be done during times already set aside for grade or department level planning or
could be include opportunities for teachers to observe peers or have colleagues and coaches
model lessons within their classrooms. Job-embedded teacher professional development must fit
cohesively within the context of what teachers are doing in their classrooms in the present and on
skills or concepts that are familiar and supportive within the learning environment every day.
Leaders must work alongside teachers to “shift PD away from fragmented in-service training
towards systemic, theoretically grounded school-wide improvement efforts” (Darling-Hammond,
2017, p. 303). Creating working conditions where teachers feel validated and respected for their
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unique individual needs and experiences is at the center of adult learning theory and motivation.
Professional development planning and implementation should be done with teacher input,
feedback, and reflection at a minimum. Seashore Louis et al. (2010) reported that increasing
teachers’ involvement in improving practices must be at the heart of school leadership. District
and school leaders must take actions that support instructional and shared leadership to improve
student learning (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). The findings discussed in Chapter 4 exposed the
value that teachers like Taylor and Alice had in professional development provided in response
to teacher input. Taylor’s school had sent out surveys to teachers about the topics they wanted to
pursue, and Alice’s school took a much more personalized approach after finding themselves in
“turnaround” status.
Requiring teachers to participate in frequent professional development without respect for
and shared understandings of adult motivation and learning theory, self-determination theory,
and effective professional development elements, our current educational system stifles teacher
agency. It directly contradicts what we expect teachers to provide for students in their classrooms
and sends a message that while student learning must be innovative, personalized, and include
only evidence-based strategies, and high-quality lesson design features, teachers should not have
the same expectations for their learning and development.
Recommendations for Future Research
Future qualitative research is necessary to understand the links more deeply between
teachers’ perceptions of need and the kinds of professional development practices that allow for
changes in their instructional practices. While some teacher participants reported implementing
new learning from the PD they had to or chose to participate in, others focused more on the
barriers they faced that inhibited their abilities to take the new learning back to their classroom or
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maintain changes for any substantial amount of time. According to behavioral science and
research, individuals tend to revert to first-learned behaviors, especially during times of stress or
pressure. People have well-established habits that often reemerge with very little conscious
effort. So, even when we do see a better way, we are more likely to revert to old ways of doing
things (Inzlicht et al., 2015). More research is needed to learn and understand teachers’ needs in
their professional growth from their standpoints to create a common practice of PD in school
systems that are designed to incorporate effective elements of professional development and also
consider the time and activities which must be obtained as a minimum standard of practice.
Consideration is warranted as to the impact of motivation and social norms. For some
participants in the study, the content of the professional development they had to be a part of was
less influential than whether the professional development was an expectation for everyone.
Results from research on social norms and motivation have found that people are more likely to
change or adopt new behaviors aimed at larger social goals (Goldstein et al., 2008). This study
focused on individual needs and theories of personal motivation, but it did not delve into the
impression that peers might have on district reform efforts. Studies that explore social norms and
the influence they have on teacher’s ability or willingness to grow and evolve could provide
valuable insight into removing obstacles to sustainable changes in teacher practices.
Research on the role of highly effective teacher professional development in
organizational change initiatives in connection with implementation science and contextual
readiness is worthy of further examination. The National Implementation Research Network
(2021) out of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, describes implementation science
as a way for organizations (such as a school district) to outline contextual features that shape
their ability to move through stages of implementation which include: exploration, installation,
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and implementation phases, toward sustained practice. The strategies and methods of
implementation science overlap between organizational change and change management, as they
all involve shifting individuals, teams, and professions from a current state to the desired state.
Research on teachers needs during organizational change efforts that also explore specific stages
of implementation could be relevant. Professional development that asks educators about their
needs during exploration, installation, and implementation phases of organizational change could
shed light on the evolution of teacher growth over longer periods of time and how their needs
fluctuate depending on the phase of change in which the organization or school finds themselves.
Finally, as mentioned in the introduction to this study, several professional mandates are
currently playing out in Colorado. Colorado school districts are required to ensure all K–
3 teachers’ complete evidence-based training in teaching reading as a result of changes to the
Colorado READ Act in SB 19-199 and educators must demonstrate completion of training or
professional development activities equivalent to 45 contact hours in culturally and linguistically
diverse education. As the time passes for these requirements to be met, future research regarding
their impact on student outcome data could provide important insights for the field. Exploration
of the kinds of PD that were offered in response to these requirements compared to student data
as it relates to reading proficiency scores and student language acquisition outcomes such as
those gathered from summative English language proficiency assessments may help drive future
conversations at local, state, and nation levels about whether mandated teacher professional
development improved student test scores in Colorado. It could also build off of research that
explores the different constructs of teacher professional development that may be more effective
than others by examining school district’s personal approaches to the mandates.
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Conclusion
As a district leader whose role includes planning, creating, and implementing teacher
professional development, this study has had a significant impact on my previous knowledge and
beliefs. Hearing the participants describe the types of PD they attend, and the number of
initiatives brought to them on a regular basis was metamorphic. This research allowed me the
time to listen with an open mind. I read their words from the interview transcripts over and over
again as they described their thoughts and experiences. These 12 educators were dedicated and
passionate about their work. They told me they wanted to continue learning and improving. It
seemed evident that they cared deeply about their students. Yet, they were disappointed by a
system that often felt disjointed, overwhelming, and without clear purposes and outcomes.
As leaders, we waste valuable time bringing new initiatives to teachers when we do not
consider or fully understand their needs. Therefore, the likelihood of teachers changing their
instruction is slim. Not necessarily because they do not want to change (although that is
sometimes the case), but because leaders and professional development facilitators have not been
equipped with the training and knowledge of effective PD elements, adult learning theory, selfdetermination theory, and the role that motivation plays in changing practices.
After completing this study, I realize that teacher voice and choice is more critical than
ever. While mandated teacher professional development is not likely to go away, we must
emphasize autonomy. Teachers need choices in the timing, format, level (based on experience),
and design of professional development, and the best way for PD facilitators and implementers
to provide these things is by listening to teachers and learning new ways of doing them
themselves. Teachers have told us what they need. Surveys and literature have informed us that
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teachers are not all satisfied. It is possible we were not ready or willing to hear them, or (more
likely) we did not know how to progress.
I am walking away from this study inspired, invigorated, and ready to make a lasting,
positive difference in the way I approach adult learning and teacher professional development.
Maya Angelou famously said, “I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know better, I do
better”. Moving forward, I will do better, and I encourage and invite my fellow leaders to do the
same.
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Thank you so much for your consideration for participation in my research. My name is
Jenny Wakeman, and I am currently pursuing my Ed. D. in Educational Leadership at the
University of Northern Colorado.
I will be conducting a qualitative instrumental case study to gain insight from teachers
who have been required to participate in professional development. The research seeks to bring
teachers’ voices to the forefront of professional development efforts. Schools and districts invest
substantial amounts of time, money, and resources on teacher professional development yearly
but have rarely considered teacher perceptions and their impact on the PD effectiveness
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Hargreaves & Fullan 2012).
To fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions will be investigated:
•

RQ 1: What are teachers’ perceptions of professional development that is mandated as
part of a district-wide instructional improvement initiative?

•

RQ 2: What do teachers say they need in mandated professional development to increase
the likelihood of improving their instruction?

I am seeking participants who are willing to voluntarily contribute their time to
participate in one, 45–60-minute interview via Zoom which will be audio (not video) recorded.
The interview protocol will include 6-8 interview questions related to topics of teachers’
experience and feelings during the PD.
All participant information will be kept confidential and no real names or identifiable
information will be used in the findings. Participants must have at least five years of teaching
experience and participated in a PD that was required of them by their district or administration
within the last 24 months. If you are interested in participating, or would like more information,
please reach out to me directly via email or phone by January 25, 2021.
Thank you,
Jenny Wakeman
wake0183@bears.unco.edu
jennyewakeman@gmail.com
(303) 720-2533
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An Instrumental Case Study of Teachers’ Perceptions of Mandatory Professional
Development During Educational Reform Efforts
Interview Protocol
Participant: __________________________________Researcher’s Initials: __________
Date: ______________
Introduction
I am Jenny Wakeman. I am a doctoral student at UNC and an Executive Director of
Instructional Support for the Weld Re-3J school district. I am conducting research on teachers’
perceptions of PD that is mandatory for them to participate in as part of a requirement from
their district and part of a larger educational or instructional reform effort. I hope the
information gained from this research can inform educational leaders and policymakers about
the support teachers need under circumstances where they are forced to participate in te acher
PD which they did not choose for themselves. I reached out to you about this research because
__________ let me know you had recently been a part of _________ which was required of
you as part of _____________________.Your participation is greatly ap preciated and I believe
it is critical in helping understand how leaders can support teachers before, during, and after
required PD.
That said, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study. If
you begin participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. With your
permission, I would like to get started. I am going to begin recording and then go over consent
for this interview.
Warm up [demographic & work history]
I would like to get a few details about you and your career experiences:
What is your current role and how long have you been teaching?
Questions and Probes
1) What led you to become a teacher?
You recently participated in a training that was part of a requirement for _______, tell me
more about that.
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2) What are some of the ideas or concepts that stand out to you from the training?
•

Did you find the information useful?

3) How do you feel about the delivery of content and the structure of the class?
Optional Probes:
•

Can you give me a specific example of something about the PD that you think made it
effective?

•

Was there something you think could have been done differently to make it more
effective?

4) What were your feelings and thoughts about the PD before you started it?
• What about during?
•

And after?

•

Why do you think that is?

5) What did you implement from the PD?
• Why were you able to implement that or why were you not able to implement
something?
6) Tell me about a PD opportunity that you decided to participate in but was not
mandatory
Optional probe:
•

What do you remember about the PD experience?

7) If your leaders were to ask you what you needed when it comes to training that you
must participate in, what would you say to them?
Conclusion
Is there anything more about your professional development experience you want to share with
me?
Are there any of your own notes, reflections, or documents such as exit tickets from the
mandatory PD you participated in that you have which might provide further insight on your
perspective or thoughts during the PD?
Thank the participant and provide next steps and contact information.
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Dear [Participant],
I have attached a copy of our interview transcript for you to review. If there is anything you see
that needs to be corrected or clarified, please let me know. If I do not hear from you by [Today’s
date + 10] I will assume you have no questions or concerns. Additionally, if you find any notes
or reflection information that might give me further insight on your thoughts or feelings during a
mandatory PD, it is greatly appreciated.

Thank you very much for your time!
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College of Education and
Behavioral Sciences
Educational Leadership Studies

Consent Form for Participation
CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title: An Instrumental Case Study of Teachers’ Perceptions of Mandatory Professional
Development During Educational Reform Efforts.
Researcher: Jenny Wakeman, Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership and Policy
Studies, (303) 720-2533, wake0183@bears.unco.edu or jennyewakeman@gmail.com
Research Advisor: Michael Cohen, Assistant Professor, Educational Leadership and Policy
Studies, College of Education and Behavioral Sciences, (970) 351-2960,
michael.cohen@unco.edu
The primary purpose of this study is to gain insight from teachers who have been required to
participate in professional development. This qualitative research study hopes to foster the
emergence of important findings and discussion that can serve school and district leaders and
policymakers with information about providing teachers with the types of PD experiences they
need to grow their instructional capacity and raise student achievement.
As a participant in this research study, you will answer 6-8 semi-structured interview questions
via Zoom that will be video and audio recorded and later transcribed. All information gathered
from the interview will remain confidential including your name and any personal identifiable
information. The researcher and research advisor will be the only individuals to have access to
the recorded and transcribed interview and this information will be stored on a passwordprotected device. Interview transcripts will be available to the participants within 10 days of the
interview and participants will be asked to review the transcript and make any recommended
changes through a process known as member checking.
Results of the research may contain direct quotes or summaries of participants' responses.
Pseudonyms (fake names) will be utilized to maintain confidentiality of the participants’
identities. The interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes. Your honest reflection and
opinion about your recent PD experience as part of a district-wide initiative is greatly
appreciated. You will answer questions pertaining to your professional background and
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experience, your current role in education and the reasons that led you to become a teacher. You
will also be asked about your feelings and thoughts pertaining to a mandatory PD you had to
attend, details regarding the context of the PD, what you did or plan to do with the information
from the PD, and what you believe administrators need to know about your mandatory PD
experience.
The potential risks to the participants in this study are minimal. Your answers to the interview
questions will be password protected, and your personal identity or school affiliation will not
be shared. There is no bearing and no relation to this study on your current position. Individual
interviews with the researcher, who is an unfamiliar person, may cause some feelings of
discomfort or anxiety. Efforts will be made by the researcher to build rapport with each
participant to alleviate any feelings of uneasiness.
Enhanced understanding and personal reflection of the activities and PD approaches which
work best for your learning style could be a potential benefit from participating in this study.
You may also share general findings with their colleagues or leaders which coul d spark
considerations for changes in the way mandatory PD is implemented at your school or district
and the findings from your participation could bring new information about individual
reactions and behaviors to mandatory changes that could help reduce barriers.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin
participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time and your decision will be
respected. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please
sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to
you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as
a research participant, please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of
Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.
Participants must meet the following criteria to be eligible for participation:
• 5 years’ experience or more in a public education setting
• Currently reside in Colorado or resided in CO during the time of the mandatory teacher
PD
• Participated in 14 hours or more in the last 24 months of teacher PD that was not chosen
by you and was part of a larger district initiative
• Mandatory PD was in a topic area related to content subject matter (i.e., new curriculum
training, ELD requirements, literacy, math, social studies, or science, or other district
initiative such as standards-based teaching, etc.)
__________________________________
Participant’s Signature

__________
Date

__________________________________
Researcher’s Signature

__________
Date

